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      He wants to claim his mate, but this female is hard to catch!

      

      Maya Osborn has had a lot of heartache in her life, and she isn't in the market for any more. Especially not from a Polar Bear Shifter who speaks before he thinks.

      

      With her step-mother recently married, Maya is suddenly in charge of their florist shop and she finds herself in over her head. It seems someone has taken out a loan in the business' name and the bank wants its money or else she will lose everything. Who can she turn to for help in her time of need?

      

      Tonic Nanouk has been lusting after Maya since the day he landed in Barvale, New Jersey from his small Alaska Clan. He knew in his heart that the small female was his fated mate, but so far she's been resistant to his charm. Okay, so he was a little rough around the edges, but what did a Bear have to do to get some attention around here?

      

      When Maya gets into financial trouble, Tonic offers her a way out. It's his one chance to show her they might be polar compounds, but together their bond is stronger than anything. Will she take a chance on him?
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            A MESSAGE FROM ONE OF THE DEVLIN BROTHERS…

          

        

      

    

    
      Hello Clan Mates!

      This is your Clan Alpha, Marcus Devlin coming at you after a wonderful holiday season. Leya and I hope all of you enjoyed Christmas, Hanukkah, Kwanzaa, Solstice, and anything else you may have celebrated as we head straight for the New Year with high expectations for a prosperous and happy one with good health for all and love in every heart.

      My brothers and I are hosting a New Year’s breakfast and run for the Clan on Lake Ursa on January 1st beginning at 6:00am. So, if you’re an older married Bear like me, you’ll probably be up with your cubs, and if you are a young party bear like some of our Barvale Clan Enforcer Security Unit members, then it’s likely you will still be awake! Come meet the New Year in your fur with your Clan. All are welcome.

      If there are any concerns, or if you just want to chat, remember my door is always open as are the doors of my brothers, Daniel, our Head Enforcer, along with Nathan, who also handles Clan security when he isn’t off creating art, and Taylor, our Clan Keeper.

      And yes, Iggy is still here too folks and Clary’s famous Christmas stollen is still here! Come on over to the Den and say hello to your former Alpha, and all of the Devlin’s, any old time.

      The New Year’s Day breakfast will be catered by Bear Claw Bakery and we’ve got some special frozen treats coming from Honey Sweet Creamery as well.

      As always, we welcome any and all set-up and clean-up volunteers.

      If there are any questions, feel free to send an email, make a call, or drop in to see us at the Den or the Bakery. We have an open door policy to all of our Clan.

      Thank you and Happy New Year,

      Marcus Devlin, Barvale Clan Alpha and co-owner of Bear Claw Bakery Inc.
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      Tonic Nanouk ran a hand through his inky black hair. His inner animal growled in frustration as his human side stared at his currently useless cell phone. After all, what good was the small hunk of metal and glass if it refused to ring?

      It had been days since he’d last spoken to her. Maya Osborn. The only woman who was currently capable of driving him and his inner Polar Bear out of his mind.

      Maybe he should just give up. Or maybe he should just run over to her apartment, scoop her up over his shoulder caveman-style, and bring her back to his place. No, to his bed.

      Yes, agreed his Bear.

      Then he could do what he’d been longing to since he’d first seen her and that was to basically kiss her silly. He wanted to smooth away every objection from her mouth with his lips and tongue. He yearned to make love to her until she was as desperately head over heels for him as he was for her.

      Sounded good to his beast who was all for loving on the female until she was too weak to stand. Maybe then she would finally see that he was the only man, the only Bear, for her.

      “Tonic?” the voice of his new cousin-in-law made his head snap up, “thanks for picking me up,” she said and he plastered on a wide smile for the heavily pregnant female.

      The idea of cubs made him nervous as hell, and since both his cousin and his brother Locke were expecting with their mates, it seemed an almost contagious condition in Barvale.

      Roxanne Atiqtalaaq released a sigh as she settled in the passenger seat. The redhead was mated to Tonic’s cousin Bowie, who was currently knee deep in an investigation regarding a certain former Clan member and banker who swindled several small business owners out of their life savings.

      The man was more rat than Bear and he was currently on the run. Now, that they were personally involved, due to Locke’s mate being one of his victims, the Nanouk triplets had sworn to do everything they could to catch the fucker.

      That included chauffeuring their cousin’s pregnant mate while he was working on the case. Roxanne was alright, he supposed, though she could cut a man with her sharp tongue and even sharper wits. Actually, Tonic admired the female. She was tough and headstrong, but more importantly she was a good woman who loved his cousin.

      Maybe he was a little jealous of their relationship, but he knew better than most that finding and claiming your mate was never easy. It had taken Bowie a lot of work to land the pretty little vixen, but it must have been worth it. Every time he saw him, the man was smiling from ear to ear.

      Tonic’s brother Locke had also claimed his mate this past year. After learning that Nita was one of Peter Crawford’s victims, his enormous though younger bro had become extremely volatile after the crook’s disappearance.

      His mate had not only been a victim of the corrupt banker, but Peter Crawford had also had the hots for Nita. The former First National Bank of Barvale employee was lucky Locke hadn’t torn him limb from limb after their last meeting.

      They’d all thought he was going to give back the money then surrender himself to the law to be formally charged and prosecuted, but he ran. In Tonic’s opinion, they let the fucker get off far too easily.

      In fact, he should’ve encouraged his beast of a brother to kick the shit out of Crawford when he wanted to, but things in New Jersey worked a little differently than they did where the Nanouk triplets had grown up. Out in the wilds of Alaska, people like Peter Crawford disappeared without any questions being asked.

      But Tonic had no love for that place. No fond memories of the petty cruel ways of the White Bear Clan. But perhaps in this one instance, their ways would have been better. His Bear grumbled at his train of thought and he knew the animal did not like recalling that place his parents had died and his cousin had suffered from the rampant bigotry and prejudice.

      Barvale was a far better place, he conceded. Even if Peter Crawford had disappeared without a trace after he and his brothers let him live. Both he and his father, the former bank president, who appeared to be in on the scam despite his distraught and feigned sorrow when he’d been confronted with his son’s misdeeds, were gone.

      Bowie seemed to think the Clan’s Enforcers were hot on the Crawford’s trail, but Tonic was not so sure. And that fact rankled. A lot.

      His Bear growled deeply in his chest and he closed his eyes a moment to gain control before putting his pickup truck into drive. He felt Roxanne’s eyes on him and forced himself to calm down.

      “Buckle up,” he grinned at his cousin’s mate and she pointed to the thing as if to say, “no duh, fucko”.

      Sigh. He’d almost forgotten who he was with. Still, smile in place, he started the drive to take her back to her place. Tonic didn’t need Bowie going crazy on him for taking chances with his mate.

      The man had been a little nuts ever since she’d announced her pregnancy. In truth, Tonic envied him his upcoming family. He respected Bowie and admired his ability to convince Roxanne to be his.

      He couldn’t even get Maya to acknowledge him. Maybe he should hit Bowie up for some advice, he wondered as he turned down the slush covered road.

      All of Barvale was currently under a white blanket of snow that had fallen on Christmas. It was unusual or so he’d heard from the locals, and they’d been thrilled by it. Coming from Alaska, Tonic wondered what folks in New Jersey would think of his hometown if a lousy foot of the white stuff tickled their fancy.

      He shook his head and grunted, which earned him a curious look from his current companion. Shit. Now, she was going to talk to him. If there was one thing Tonic loathed it was talking and for one good reason. He sucked at it.

      “It’s cold out,” Roxanne observed, but to his relief she was already on her phone, probably texting her mate.

      Tonic didn’t need to bother with small talk. Thank fuck.

      “Oh, wow. Have you heard from Bowie today?” she asked him.

      “No. Well, yeah, to get you, but that was it.”

      “Oh my, well, I guess you don’t know.”

      “Don’t know what?” he asked and tried for patience with the pregnant woman.

      His pregnant sister-in-law kept talking about something called pregnancy brain, but he’d never heard of it. Only, maybe it was real. From the looks of things if he wanted to know what the heck Roxanne was talking about he was going to have to pull teeth.

      “Roxie? What is it?”

      “Oh, nothing. Well, no not nothing. It looks like another local family got hit by Crawford. The Osborn’s.”

      At the mention of Maya’s surname Tonic’s muscles tensed and the truck swerved at the sudden tightening of his hands on the steering wheel.

      “Tell me everything,” he growled, but luckily Roxanne didn’t notice and proceeded to explain what she’d learned.

      For the rest of the drive, he was reeling over this latest development with the fucking Crawford’s.

      Fucking hell, his Bear growled impatiently. Outraged at the fucker’s balls. His beast wanted to hunt him down hard, but the human side of him knew it was his tech savvy that could track the bastard in the end.

      Patience, he told his animal, but that was hardly likely. Shifters were not exactly known for their self-restraint and Peter Crawford more than had it coming to him.

      “Sonovabitch,” he growled.

      “Yes, he is,” Roxanne said and her voice startled him.

      He’d almost forgotten what he was doing and who he was with. He scolded himself to pay attention but it was difficult.

      The fucker had done the one thing he never should have, and that was fuck with Tonic’s mate. She didn’t know it, of course, but that didn’t mean it wasn’t true.

      Maya Osborn was half-Bear, but far as he could tell, she’d never shifted from skin to fur. She was special though. Folks around her called her a Bear whisperer and he’d seen it in the flesh.

      In fact, it was the first time he and Locke had met Nita. The she-Bear had almost lost control of her Sow at Bar None the second she’d met and recognized her fated mate in Tonic’s brother Locke. But Maya had thankfully talked her down.

      It was the single most amazing thing he’d ever witnessed. Miraculous really. A Shifter on the cusp of his or her change was dangerous to be around, but Maya had simply knelt by her side and whispered to her calmly, fearlessly. Afterwards, she’d given him the cold shoulder and he could hardly blame her.

      After all, he’d been yelling at her one minute and figured he had been the cause of Nita’s initial upset, even if Locke’s sudden appearance had pushed Nita over the edge. No, he didn’t blame Maya for not speaking to him that night.

      As usual, he’d been rough around the edges. Tonic was a good-looking guy and was able to rely on that and his animal magnetism to land him women in the past. But Maya was not just a woman.

      She was his mate. And he had gone and run his mouth like a wet-behind-the-ear cub. He couldn’t help it though. She’d knocked him completely off balance. He’d seen her in town earlier that day and recognized what she was on the spot so he asked her out.

      She seemed reluctant to turn him down but she did. So, when Tonic saw Maya at the bar that night, he went apeshit. What was he supposed to do?

      After one good sniff he knew she was his mate, and she did not seem to know it. What the fucking fuck was that about? The female had said no to going out with him because of some thing or other, but it had obviously been a lie, or so he had assumed.

      Seeing her there had set him off, and without thinking, he told her so. Tonic did not like being lied to, so he let her have it with both barrels loaded.

      Fucking idiot.

      Of course, he’d wrongly assumed she had given him the brush off. As it turned out, her circumstance had changed and, asshole that he was, he’d never given her his number so she’d gone out with a friend.

      As was her right, you fucking neanderthal, he scolded himself.

      Maya had had no way of getting in touch with Tonic and he’d completely overreacted. Pretty much fucking up his chances for life, or so he’d assumed.

      Of course, he’d been doing his best to make it up to her ever since. Thought he’d made some headway over the holidays when her stepmom, Jillian Osborn and Nita’s own father, Timothy Jacobs, had announced to everyone’s surprise that they were a mated couple.

      He’d been there for her after Jill was in an automobile accident. Spent Christmas Day staring at her all throughout dinner and when small gifts had been exchanged.

      He’d gotten her a Kindle Fire, and she’d given him goofy socks with polar bears in Christmas hats on them. Tonic had loved the silly gift. Even wore them on occasion simply because she’d given them to him.

      Maya had seemed thrilled for her stepmother and new stepfather. Afterwards, she had sent them off on their extended honeymoon with well wishes and cheers.

      Tears were still in her blue eyes when she’d waved them away and Tonic could only imagine how she’d felt when Jillian gave her stepdaughter an enormous surprise gift before taking off.

      The deed to the flower shop, Flowers by Jill, that they had both worked so hard to make a success. It was a small business, but he knew how much it meant to her.

      That was the reason why he was near to losing his shit ever since Bowie told Roxanne who told him that she’d been one of Crawford’s targets as well.

      Motherfucker, he growled.

      “Uh, Tonic, I appreciate the ride, but I’d like to get home in one piece,” Roxanne, the former Ice Queen of her Skulk, hissed and held onto her protruding belly as he rounded a corner.

      “I’m sorry, Roxie,” he said and immediately slowed down, “I know better than to speed with a female in tow. My bad.”

      “Is something on your mind?” she asked kindly.

      “Yeah, uh, I guess you could say that.”

      “Care to share with the class?”

      “Oh, hell, I fucked up with Maya. She won’t answer my texts or calls, and I don’t know what to make of it. I thought we had come to an understanding, a truce of sorts at Christmas, but it’s been days since,” he grumbled.

      “Well, she’s probably reeling after what Bowie discovered today. He already told her,” Roxanne added gently.

      “What? Fucking hell!”

      “Tonic, maybe you should call her? I mean I would hate it if I was alone with no family to help me through this.”

      “I have called her today, well, before I knew about this, but she don’t answer.”

      “How many times did you call?”

      “Five or six.”

      “Whoa,” she whistled, “you know there is a difference between attentive and obsessive right?” she asked eyebrows raised, but he had nothing to respond with.

      “Well, maybe she’s just upset. Still, I couldn’t deal with that kind of thing alone. Thank the gods I have Bowie now,” she added and looked at him with her face full of concern.

      Shit, he was an ass. Of course Maya was probably upset and scared. He tried not to feel jealous of his cousin’s relationship with Roxanne, but how could he not? He wanted that for himself and Maya.

      That kind of closeness and constancy. Just knowing she would be there for him each and every day, why that would be like his own personal sun coming out every morning to shine on him and warm him right down to the bone.

      “Now, I know that look,” Roxanne grinned at him, “It’s like that now is it? Well, listen up cousin, it wasn’t easy for me and Bowie at first either. Making a relationship work takes a lot of devotion, commitment, and understanding. It takes work to work, Tonic,” the fiery redhead narrowed her eyes and nodded at him.

      Boy, was she going to make one tough mom, he thought and gave her credit. She would need to be if her cub was anything like its father. LOL.

      “Tell her how you feel,” Roxanne continued.

      But could he do that? Shit. He wanted Maya. He needed her. So much it hurt to be without her, but he had no experience with emotions like these.

      He was a complete mess when it came to affairs of the heart. What could he do? He was born in the middle of nowhere in fucking Alaska and had very little to no upbringing in the ways of females.

      Tonic was the computer nerd of the triplets. Brainy, but still big and strong. Though he was the smallest of the three Nanouk brothers, he was still bigger than most Shifters. Polar Bears were fucking giants in the wild too.

      Tonic was simply used to relying on brute strength and posturing when dealing with people and other Bears. He was much more at home with his keyboard and monitors spread out before him. But how was that going to win him points with his mate?

      “Look, Tonic, you need to talk to her, well, more like with her really. Just be sure you are not talking at her. Those are two very different things, you know,” she said and patted his hand as he pulled up in front of her house.

      “That’s it. That’s your advice? Talk to her,” he didn’t think that could be all there was to it.

      “That’s it, cousin,” she winked and scooted out of the truck.

      Tonic waved and watched her go into her home, scratching his head and giving it a good shake before reversing out of the driveway.

      Surely, Roxanne was holding out on him. There must be some sort of formula that worked, some potion or compound that would get him his mate.

      He just had to find out what it was.

      Grrr.
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      Maya looked through the paperwork she’d gotten earlier that day from Bowie Atiqtalaaq, one of the Enforcers for the Barvale Clan.

      They bore the heading of the First National Bank of Barvale, but she was still having a hard time understanding it all.

      “Oh no, this can’t be,” she despaired once more at what she’d read and reread a second, third, and now a fourth time.

      But no matter how many times she read it, the result was the same. That was Jill’s signature on the documents taking out a million dollar loan, but it couldn’t be.

      She knew her stepmother would have never taken money out against the shop without telling her.

      No way.

      It was obvious that he was responsible, the dirty rat Peter Crawford who had tried a similar tactic on Maya’s BFF Nita.

      Of course, she had a mate who had helped her catch the bastard and made things right, but that was before they learned how deep his crooked endeavors went. Oh hell, Maya was just one of his latest victims.

      Her association with the Barvale Clan was the only reason Bowie had reached out to her. Though she was not technically a member, Maya knew all about Shifters. After all, her dad was one.

      A million dollars? Might as well be a gazillion, she thought and wanted to cry. Even more upsetting than the actual documentation which was forged as far as she was concerned, was the fact that the money had been transferred from the business account to a separate offshore checking account that was virtually untraceable.

      Some bank in the Caymans or some island, which according to the latest reports, was where Crawford and his father had fled to immediately after they were sent home to await charges. The Barvale Clan had sent a group to retrieve them, secretly of course, but from what she could tell, they were still in the wind.

      “The bastards,” she growled and put her head in her hands before rethinking that and tucking them back in her pockets.

      The temperature had dropped drastically after the holidays, and the little apartment she lived in over the flower shop was freezing. But what choice did she have?

      With Jill away celebrating her new marriage to Tim Jacobs, Maya had nowhere to turn. She couldn’t bother the woman who had raised her after her father had died when she’d finally found happiness after all these years.

      Her accounts had been frozen for over three days and she hadn’t known why until now. Not that it gave her any comfort. She’d thought it was just a holiday glitch. Now, that she’d been told it was a much more serious issue, Maya had no idea how she was going to live.

      After some quick math, Maya figured she could keep the store running and have enough money to eat, even if it was just instant ramen noodles, but heat was a luxury she simply could not afford. Besides, the gas company turned it off earlier that day.

      Maya trembled and thanked the heavens, she'd paid the electric bill before they could turn it off too. She pulled on a second pair of thick wool socks over the ones she was already wearing in hopes of reviving her numb toes.

      She already had on a pair of thick thermal pajamas with sweatpants and a flannel shirt on top of them, but it was dropping to the teens overnight and she knew it wouldn’t be enough. With a fleece-lined blanket wrapped securely around her body, Maya laughed near to hysterics.

      “This completes my new homeless-chic ensemble,” she said to herself with laugh that reeked of despair.

      Concentrate, she told herself and sat up straight on the sagging, brown couch while she went through the bank documents one more time hoping to find something, anything to help her case.

      “What time is it?” she muttered to herself and picked up her older model cell phone. Piece of crap was dead again, she thought with a huff.

      It had been glitching all week. That’s what happened whenever a newer model was released, or so it seemed. The older ones’ batteries died faster and the supposed software “upgrades” seemed to make the older phones altogether useless.

      She hated technology for that reason, but nowadays no one could survive without their smart phones. Maya had so been hoping to upgrade after the holidays, but not now.

      Obviously. She rolled her eyes and dropped the thing back on the scarred wood coffee table. She simply had too much on her plate. With Jill’s date book, Maya had been able to confirm that there was no way the woman could have been available on the days the loan papers were signed as she had been onsite with various clients on those dates and times.

      What hurt the most was the fact that Peter Crawford had not only gone after the business, but he had drained the small trust that was left to her after her father had died. Maya was virtually penniless.

      Tomorrow, she reminded herself as a vicious chill swept through her body. Damn this cold! But she could get through another few days without heat. She was determined to.

      Maya would have to go to the Alpha with the rest of the evidence she’d compiled. Marcus Devlin was an amazing man and had told her he would help even though technically she was not part of the Barvale Clan. Her little problem with being able to Shift kept her from having that honor.

      Yes, it was true many Shifter families were mixed nowadays, but typically a human relative, if not claimed as a mate, would have to be inducted into the Clan for protection. Maya’s father had died before he knew his daughter was not able to Shift.

      They’d had some early indications she was, well, different, but he couldn’t foresee the future any more than she. Thank goodness for her stepmother otherwise Maya would have been a true orphan and that thought was unbearable. She and Jill were as close as any two women could be.

      That was why she’d refused to call her while she was on her honeymoon. Jillian and Timothy Jacobs deserved a little happiness and she was not going to intrude on them no matter what. Hopefully, things with Mr. Devlin would work out and she could get her heat turned back on by tomorrow night.

      Shifters had their own brand of justice and their own laws, as well as prejudice and bigotry. She rubbed her head nervously. Maya was tolerated by Clan members only because her whispering abilities proved useful now and then.

      Otherwise, she knew exactly where she stood with most of them. When one of their own couldn’t change into his or her animal, that person was considered damaged goods. A broken thing to be left alone. Always on the outside looking in.

      Outcast. Broken. Loser. All the childhood taunts came tumbling back, but Maya buried the hurt as she always had. They simply didn’t know any better. People, even Shifters, were always afraid of those who were different. Her stepmother always told her that whenever she’d had a particularly bad day at school.

      Paul Osborn, her father, had been wonderful to her despite the hard time she’d had growing up, but he couldn’t
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PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
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Software, subject to the following conditions:
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in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
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TERMINATION
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