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        Are memories enough to warm his frozen heart?

      

      

      

      When Niels Orson is summoned home to attend his grandfather’s funeral, he isn’t prepared to see the one person who could upset his whole life.

      

      Edie Battista. His fated mate.

      

      Beautiful as ever, the mayor of Aster Village and owner of Battista Bakery has blossomed into a striking woman. Sassy and curvy, she is every Bear’s dream. Even if her welcome is less than cordial.

      

      Not that he blames her.

      

      In and out, that’s his plan. But Niels is met with a few surprises from the old man’s last will and testament. He must take steps to claim ownership of the small New Jersey village, or it will be sold to a ruthless developer.

      

      Can Niels save the town and claim his mate? Or will he become the ice man everyone thinks he is?
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      Twelve years ago in Aster Village.

      
      “Are you sure, Edie?” Niels’ voice was thick with his Grizzly Bear, but he could hardly be blamed for letting his beast out at a time like this. Sweat beaded on his brow, and he was trembling like he was sick with fever. He wasn’t sick. Shifters didn’t get sick like normals. But Niels sure as heck had a fever.

      For her.

      Sweet and curvy, Edith Battista, Edie to those close to her, was the daughter of the local baker. Full humans, but Edie knew all about him. She had been his sweetheart since the seventh grade. Beautiful even then, she’d stunned Niels with her total confidence and kickass attitude.

      Damn, she’d been a knockout. Even more so now, with the tender blush of passion making her cheeks go pink. Her skin was like porcelain and that curly head of hair still drove him wild. Oh yeah, Niels had it bad for the female since he’d been twelve years old.

      It had all happened rather suddenly, just after his sweet little Edie had kicked Jimmy O’Doyle in the balls for making fun of Niels’ incredible size at the tender age of twelve in the schoolyard during recess. He’d tried hard not to rise to the bait of the bullies and mean kids, but it wasn’t easy. His grandfather had taught him to ignore the weaker normals, the human kids, whose taunts and name calling often stemmed from inferiority complexes or self-esteem issues.

      It was logical, of course, but try explaining that to a preteen Shifter whose inner animal was scratching against his skin for him to shift and teach those jerks a lesson. It was a rough time for Niels. He had to put a leash on his beast and sit back while brats like Jimmy O’Doyle poked fun at him day after day. Kids could be such assholes.

      But not Edie.

      Never her.

      Edie always had a heart as big as the world. It was the one thing that rivaled her delicious honey buns for top spot in Niels’ list of favorite things. Hell, here he was being a total sap thinking about food when his sweet girl was ready to go all the way with him.

      Her curvaceous body was pressed up against him, and Niels had to stop his claws from unsheathing and fangs from descending. The Bear inside of him was desperate to mark her, to claim Edie Battista as his own in the way of Shifters with tooth and claw.

      His grandfather had told Niels about the madness that came when a Shifter found his fated mate. He’d even called it mating fever, and everything inside of Niels told him this was why his hands trembled and his heart pounded the way it did.

      “Hey, look at me,” Edie said and smiled her sweet smile.

      Gulp.

      “I’m sure about this, Niels. I love you. Don’t you love me?”

      “To the moon and back,” he replied easily.

      “Good. I want to be with you,” she said, and smiled.

      Her voice was hardly more than a whisper in the back of his granddaddy’s old pickup truck. But it was ripe with the same confidence and self-assuredness she always had about her.

      She smelled so good. Like the sweet honey infused yeast dough she’d been mixing at her parents’ store hours earlier. Sure, she’d taken a shower before climbing down the trellis to meet him, as she always did after her folks went to bed. But still. He could smell it on her. Much as he could scent her desire. Both were making his teenaged head spin.

      Niels’ Grizzly Bear grunted and chuffed. The small beauty looked up at him with her entire heart in her eyes and again he was struck by how fearless she was. As a normal, it was something he hadn’t expected. But he’d trusted her with his secret from the first, figuring he’d owed it to her after she got in trouble for defending him.

      Sure, it was a huge no no in the Shifter world, but Niels didn’t care. He would never lie to her. Ever. Much as his Bear was certain she was the one for him, his human heart was head over heels in love. Even more wondrous was how she accepted him wholeheartedly.

      The first time he showed her his Grizzly, Edie had been fascinated. Once he’d shifted back to human, she had averted her eyes from his nakedness, blushing like the virgin they both were.

      “Are you dressed yet?” she’d asked.

      “Yeah,” he replied, sweatpants covering his nudity.

      “Tell me everything,” she’d demanded. “How does it feel? Can you understand me when you are in your fur?”

      On and on, they’d talked all night long about it, and his heart had swelled with love for her. Yes, Niels trusted her. His sweet Edie would never hurt him. Of that, he was certain.

      Heart pounding, legs shaking, palms sweating, he could hardly get the first condom on without breaking it. He was a fumbling mess. So many things to consider, his virginal mind was a wreck.

      Would he be too big?

      Too heavy?

      Would he hurt her?

      Would he be enough to satisfy her?

      Fuck.

      What if he came too fast?

      What if she didn’t come at all?

      He was shaking with nerves, and the doubts that filled his mind damn near strangled him. Then, she reached for him. Edie’s soft hands were warm and soothing as she stroked his wrists and fingers.

      “Edie,” he moaned her name, leaning down to kiss her full lips.

      Sweet.

      So sweet.

      She tasted like every yummy treat she’d ever brought him. And so much more. Edie tasted like springtime and sun showers, like pastry cream and blackberry jam.

      Fuck.

      She tasted like home.

      “It’s gonna be okay,” she whispered. “I trust you with my body and my heart.”

      “You do?”

      “Of course, I do. I love you, Niels,” she replied against his lips, as if it was the simplest thing in the world.

      Her tongue slid into his mouth, and he was a goner. She tasted sweet and warm, and Niels’ heart hammered inside his chest so hard he thought it was going to burst through his sternum. Anticipation made him dizzy.

      Or was that her?

      Every cell in his body was on edge, yearning for the one person in the universe who made him feel good.

      About himself.

      About her.

      About everything.

      He was so head over heels, Niels never heard the other truck pull alongside his until he was facing down the double barrel of her father’s shotgun.

      “Get away from my daughter, you filthy animal!” barked Fred Battista.

      The hatred shining in the older man’s beady little eyes had his Bear snarling angrily in response. But Niels reminded himself who he was, and that this was his daughter. A man had a right to protect what was his.

      Even if he didn’t deserve her.

      “I’m not telling you again,” Fred spat.

      Niels never took his eyes off of him, or his gun. Even so, he was aware of the man’s wife screaming at her daughter and Edie tearfully pleading with her mother. Niels tried to understand that these were her parents. Having none of his own, it wasn’t easy for him.

      Even an orphan like him knew enough to realize the older woman’s shrill voice scolding her child and calling her “some animal’s slut” was not very good parenting. Mrs. Battista opened the truck’s door from the other side and pulled his sweet Edith out onto the muddy ground of the field he’d parked in.

      Grrr.

      His Bear was angry and agitated, but the sound of Edie’s old man pumping the rifle had his full attention. It would not kill him if the thing went off. But a ricochet could hurt Edie. And he was not willing to risk her for the entire world.

      “Mr. Battista, I can expl—”

      “I warned your grandfather to keep you away from my girl. You aren’t fit for normal people,” he sneered. “Should be in a fucking zoo! You and that old geezer. Thinks who the hell he is cause he’s got the title to this place. You’re gonna pay for touching my girl.”

      “Daddy, no!”

      He couldn’t afford to look at Edie with her father staring him down like he was less than garbage, but her panicked words had his Bear on edge. The older man stared at him with eyes that bespoke madness and hatred. Niels recoiled in shock. Mr. Battista spat on the ground, hoisting the weapon high on his shoulder, finger gripping the trigger. The man’s heart was beating hard and the sound of it echoed deep within Niels.

      The stink of fear, hatred, and sweat stung Niels’ nostrils. His Bear wanted to take charge. To knock the man out, take his mate and run away. But one look at her sorrowful face as she pleaded and begged her mother to understand, and Niels knew he could never hurt her that way.

      “He couldn’t make you listen, could he, boy? Well, that’s it. I got footage of you and your kin turning into filthy mongrels in the back woods over there and I’m gonna send it over to CNN. Let them deal with the likes of you—”

      “No! You can’t do that!”

      The Shifter Council would have the whole Battista family in chains within seconds if the old man ever tried to send such explosive content to a news source. Shifters had a way of knowing when they were about to be outed, whether over the mail or Internet.

      Niels didn’t understand all of it, of course, but his grandfather told him they had the best security and defense for protecting their secret. Fred Battista would be signing his own death warrant. Of course, the human did not know that, and Niels could not tell him. Either way, Edie would be hurt, and his Bear was not having that.

      Growling deep in his throat, Niels shook his head. His fangs made it impossible to speak, but he was holding on to his shift by a thread as it was. The sound of Edie’s mother slapping her hard across the face enraged his animal. But he knew Edie wouldn’t leave him to fight this battle alone, even if he wanted her to.

      “You think you can tell me what to do, boy? I warned your grandfather, but here you are, trying to dirty my child with your animal ways!”

      “No, sir,” he growled, using the word loosely. “It isn’t like that—”

      “You got one shot here, Orson, and that’s to get the hell out of Aster Village. Otherwise, your goose is good as cooked.”

      “Stop it, Dad! Please! Niels?” Edie yelled, shrugging off her mother’s attempts to hold her back.

      One look at Edie’s poor abused face, a bright pink handprint on her left cheek, and Niels’ mind was made up. He nodded quickly at the vile man. He only hoped to spare her any more grief. Maybe someday things would be better for them. Maybe he could change his mind. But even as he thought it, Niels could not risk Fred Battista incurring the wrath of the Shifter Council.

      “Say goodnight, boy,” Fred snarled, but Niels wasn’t even looking at him anymore.

      His eyes found Edie’s tear filled ones, and the sound of her voice pleading and begging her parents to stop echoed in his ears. It was the last thing he heard before her father drove the butt of his rifle into Niels’ temple hard enough to knock even a growing Grizzly Bear Shifter out cold.

      Edie, his Bear roared even as the lights went out.

      Edie.
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        * * *

      

      Many years later…

      
      Niels grunted with the impact of several hollow point bullets from the enemy. The rounds wouldn’t kill him just yet, but they sure as fuck packed a punch. Pissed off his Bear, too. Thank fuck for Kevlar. The bulletproof vest ensured the hated ammo didn’t pierce his flesh, just as his Grizzly ensured the bruises left behind would heal within the next twenty-four hours.

      “What the fuck, Niels?” Silas screamed at him.

      The big ass Lion Shifter was on the same special ops team, and the fucker hated sloppy. Not that Niels could blame him. Sloppy got people killed. It was the holidays, and his mind always went back to Aster Village whenever December rolled around.

      Memories of the day he left his home and his heart behind flooded his brain. His beast roared inside of him, the Bear more ornery than usual. He couldn’t blame him.

      How long could a Shifter survive without their mate before madness took them?

      He did not know. But he was living on borrowed time.

      Typically, Niels made sure he wasn’t working during this time of year with his Bear behaving unpredictably, at best. This sudden skirmish had changed his plans. A job was a job, and normally, he’d just say fuck it. But this was his team. Silas and Keeton were both depending on him. If he wasn’t careful, he’d get the
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