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By: Sydney Addae

Recent college graduate Jewel Long never received a chance to work in the family business because of her onerous cousin. No one, not even her mum, thought she could handle the responsibility. When her cousin needed her to bail him out of the mess he’d sunk the company in, she let him burn in the fire of her indecision. Hurt and disillusioned by her family, she didn’t want to be the stumbling block keeping her new lover and his son apart. Each day they spent together, it became harder to be noble. Could she walk away from the one person who accepted and believed in her without reservation? Or would she split the sea of his affections, costing him his flesh and blood? 

In the middle of a long, custody battle, Patch Grimes returned from his last assignment and met his mate at the worst possible time. Mating the human could kill his chances of joint custody and visitation rights with his four-year-old son. But that didn’t matter to his Bear or his heart. Embroiled in a tug of war with his heart, his ex refuses to back off, and his mate considers leaving. How could he live without either his son or his mate? When his son’s mother pushed to the courts to cut off all visitation rights, a line was crossed and his bear went into survival mode. When the dust settled, there would be one winner and one loser.

Jewel’s Bear is Book Two in the Bear Mountain Patrol Trilogy. 
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Jewel Long walked behind Grady Alston, the middle-aged man who’d wanted to hire her to manage his internet cafe. The beige storefront, located at the end of Main Street in the middle of Hedge Springs, population, 1,211 seemed out of place in this rural town. 

“This would be your office.” He waved to a room that must have been a utility closet in it’s former life. When she didn’t say anything, he looked over his shoulder and rubbed his chin. “Coming from Denver, I know this isn’t what you’re accustomed to but we’re located in the middle of several ski lodges and smaller towns who don’t offer affordable internet service. Most of my money’s tied up in the computers, printers and electronics. Not a whole lot left for other stuff.”

Jewel offered a smile to cover her apprehension. Had she allowed Evan, her bigoted cousin, to goad her into accepting the first job offer, after the insulting one he proposed, without thinking the matter through? Maybe working in the mail room was a step up from this.

“I’m sure it’s fine, Mr. Alston,” she said trying to inject confidence in her voice.

“Call me Grady,” he insisted, closing the office door as if he could make it an invisible part of their short tour. “We’ve gone over the financial reports and bank deposits.” He stopped and looked at her.

“Yes. Bank’s across the street for daily deposits before three pm. Place money bag in commercial drop after closing,” she repeated while watching him. “You’ll check them from your independent reports the vended systems create to insure everything balances.”

“Excellent.” Rubbing his hands together he looked around the former pizza restaurant now internet cafe minus food. “Any more questions?”

Jewel’s gaze encompassed the circular tables with locked in place monitors and keyboards. Nearby, numbered printers lined a long table with paper and cartridges in locked cabinets beneath them. Security cameras overlooked each table, printers and the front station where guests signed in, were assigned a computer and slid in their credit card to receive an activation code. Once seated, they’d type in the code and use whatever systems they needed, while the computer tallied their bill. She only got involved if clients purchased paper, flash-drives, or snacks. She’d never seen this type layout but figured it must work fine since Grady was in the process of opening another cafe in another rural town.

“Not at the moment. I’ll read the papers you gave me and will contact you if I have questions.” One part of her was truly grateful she’d been able to tell her mongrel cousin to stuff it, although she’d said it in more vulgar terms. Another part was horrified at how remote this town was and the lack of amenities she’d thrived on in college. Tyra, her former room-mate and close friend would laugh her ass off and then place a wager on how long Jewel would remain in this dead-end job. Her mom would be mortified that she accepted this position rather than work for her grandfather’s packing company in Longbranch. Fortunately, Grady rented her his home at a ridiculously low price so she could afford the lower pay.

“Good, good.” He looked at his watch. “What do you think? Is this something you’d consider doing?”

Jewel looked at the general store across the street, and Marge’s diner on the corner. No bars. No clubs or nightlife. Not even a library. Could she do this? She didn’t think so. 

“I’m —”

He held up his finger and answered his phone. As he talked Jewel walked to the front of the empty cafe and looked at the empty sidewalk at noon. How would she ever earn those fantastic bonuses Grady promised if there was no business? Could she be this removed from society, well Denver’s society to be more precise? There was nothing for her to do here but work and go home.

“I’m sorry, that was my computer tech, Murphy. Usually he works here and after the new store opens he’ll return home and come in for a few hours daily. Most of the time he’s on call to keep the computers running smooth. The guy is a genius, he built most of these.” He waved his hand to the banks of computers. “Real genius.” He headed to the door, snapped his fingers and dug a ring of keys from his pocket. “This is for the house, stay the weekend, look around the town, get a feel for living here. Let me know Monday, deal?”

Backed in a corner of her own volition, Jewel nodded as she took the keys. “Thank you, I appreciate it. I’ll talk to you on Monday.”

“Good, the place is stocked, power’s on, but if you need anything else, let me know.” Smiling he walked out, turned and came back in. 

Unsure what was going on, Jewel watched him. 

“It would be remiss of me not to tell you how much I’d like you to work for us. Right now it may not look like much but we do fairly well. With your degree in business you’ll have an opportunity to use your knowledge and unleash your creative spirit.” He looked at the bare, white walls and back at her. “For what it’s worth, I think this place screams it needs you. I hope you decide to chose us.” He nodded and walked out the door.

Jewel stared at the closed glass door and then turned on her heels to find her purse. Seeing it on the counter she grabbed the strap, placed it on her shoulder and looked at the barren landscape of the cafe. It didn’t resemble any cafe she’d ever seen. The walls needed color, something soothing. Posters with bursts of colorful energy would look great spaced around the room. 

Ideas on how to maximize the space trickled. What if she offered computer classes to seniors? She’d seen a large facility off the highway on her drive into town. That might work. She could see if anyone wanted to rent a block of computers for GED, or College prep classes. Excited, she grabbed her phone and recorded her ideas. 

“This could work,” she said looking at the business through the prism of her new vision. “It’d take some time but it could work. I can make it work.” She paused to rethink her need for more social activity. “It’s just an hour and a half drive to Denver if I want to hang out or party. I could make a weekend of it once a month.” She liked that idea. Maybe she’d treat herself to a day at the spa, or take in a movie or play. Hell, if she met the bonus benchmarks, and her new ideas made that a real possibility, she could afford to go to the spa and shop. Maybe visit her former room-mates Tyra or Cam. The idea of spending time with her best friends, having a job, fully supporting herself, felt good. 

Hopeful and determined to live life on her terms, Jewel walked out, locked the shop and headed to her new car, a graduation gift from her grandfather.
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Jewel inhaled, pasted what she hoped was a professional smile and walked toward Ms. Abrams, again. “What do you need, Julie?” She bent forward to gaze at the monitor in front of the elderly woman. Pictures of half-dressed men filled her vision. Twice a week a bus from the Shady Valley Nursing Home dropped off 12 elderly patrons for an hour class on using computers and then they had an additional hour to practice what they learned or play on the internet.

Ms. Abram always landed on pornographic pages and complained when the security ratings the owner placed on the computers wouldn’t allow her to see anything more graphic than hips and biceps.

“I want to see more of this. Hell, I’m an old woman and this is the most naked flesh I’ve seen in years. It’s medicinal. You don’t want to deprive me of my medicine, do you?” She looked up at Jewel.

“Of course not, Ms. Abrams.”

“Oh brother,” the older woman groaned. “When you call me that I know what’s coming next.”

Jewel bit back a smile at the wily older woman as she straightened. “Sorry, I just work here, don’t make the rules.” She turned and headed to the front and to watch the other side of the cafe through the security cams. Two tables were filled with what she assumed were college students, they’d come in complaining about horrible connections higher in the mountains. Jewel acknowledged their complaints with a nod, made sure they paid for service before taking seats and promptly ignored the leer of one of the guys.

The phone rang. “Hello, Internet Cafe.” She watched the bank of security cameras in view as she talked. 

“This is Josh Banner, social director for We Care Senior Living facility. I’ve been told you have programs for seniors at your facility.”

“Yes, we do.” She explained the program, fees and openings, all in the morning to him.

“Sounds great. Are you the contact person? Is there anyone else?” he asked.

“I’m the manager.” And the rest of the staff, she thought. Murphy came in to relieve her for a two hour lunch every day and that was it.”

“Good. I’m sure I’ll be in contact with you soon.” They disconnected. 

Jewel crossed her fingers as she looked at the schedule. If they’d come on Wednesdays and Fridays, that’d give her one day free of instruction. Plus, it’d take her one step closer to a larger bonus. Smiling she walked around the cafe, making sure everyone was okay. The place hummed with positive energy. Grady had been so happy when she took the job at the pay plan he offered, he never balked when she had the place painted a sweet robin-egg blue and decked the walls with colorful posters. 

Her cell vibrated. She pulled it from her pocket. “Hi, Mum.” Since things were quiet, she sat on the stool behind the desk. The last time she and her mum talked, things had been stiff between them because of her cousin Evan. She hoped for a fun, relaxed conversation as they’d had in the past.

“Jewel, how are you?”

“Fine, how are you? Pence?” She asked about her mom’s husband out of reflex, not that she cared about him.

“We’re good,” her mum paused. 

Shit. Jewel braced herself.

“Evan called this morning, he’s been trying to reach you. For some reason his calls don’t go through.” 

“I blocked him.” Jewel didn’t bother explaining, her mother had been standing next to her when Evan said all those hateful things.

“Well, yes, he said that was probably the case. But I don’t understand why the two of you can’t talk. How will you ever work things out between you?”

“Mum, you know he’s only trying to talk to me now because he wants me to vote my shares with him and the family at the next meeting.” She smiled and nodded goodbye at the four students before they walked outside.

“We all want you to do that. It’s important to your grandfather that we stick together, side-by-side.”

Jewel shook her head and looked at the ceiling for a moment to stop from saying something disrespectful. The woman had no idea how to be an individual, to stand up for what she wanted or for Jewel. 

“Talk to him. He’s dreadfully sorry over what he’s done. Be the bigger person and forgive him so we can have peace,” her mum asked.

Be the bigger person? Why did she always need to give in? Evan was no saint. “No. Not this time. I’m done being treated as if I only matter when I’m needed. I’m just as much a Creed as he is. My degree is just as valid, as important as his. Why is he the only one allowed to make decisions regarding the company? Did you hear him tell me he might find me something where I could use my little degree? And this was at my college graduation party.”

“I’m sure he can find something for you in the company,” her mum murmured.

“Find something for me? Mum, that’s not for him to decide. I’m as qualified for a management position as he is. I went to college, and worked hard to graduate with an MBA. His father may have the family last name, but you’re grandfather’s only daughter and that means something.”

“Not a lot, I’m afraid,” her mum said softly. “Men rule the world, always have and will.”

Jewel released a stream of air and pulled strands of her long, dark hair behind her ears. Sometimes her mum’s attitude pissed off her to the moon and back. “Not my world, Mum. I’ve given no one permission to treat me like... well the way Evan did and I’ll never accept it. So tell him to lose my number.”

“What about the vote?”

Jewel rubbed her forehead. “I’ll make a decision after I read the proposals.” Between nine to ten-hour work-days, typically she’d grab a meal from the diner, head home and crash. Maybe she’d bring the documents with her tomorrow and read as much as she could at work and finish sometime this week. 

“You sure? Evan isn’t someone I’d cross,” her mum warned.

“Neither am I,” Jewel snapped. “Sorry, Mum. Hearing you defend him all the time, never taking my side or trying to understand how I feel gets beneath my skin. No disrespect intended.”

“None taken, for your tone at least. But not for the rest.”

“Huh?”

“You’re assuming I don’t take your feelings into account, and that I prefer Evan over you. I find that distasteful and false. Evan can be a slimy toad who runs my father’s company with a firm hand. But, over the past two years he’s reversed the downward curve and now we’re seeing profits again, which is how dad bought you that car.”

“I know.”

“Hear me out. Not everyone agrees with Evan’s manner, but the toad is good at what he does. We all tolerate him because he makes us money. Money to live the lifestyles we choose. I, and everyone else, know how you feel about him and no one bothers you. We leave you alone except at times like this, when we vote our shares for the direction of the company. We’ve all signed our votes to Evan, he’s waiting for yours. If you don’t want to give them to him, don’t. Vote your conscience. Daddy asked me to call you, see if you’d talk to Evan, that’s all.”

Guilt rolled across her shoulders and lodged in her chest. “I apologize. Thanks for explaining, I appreciate it. I won’t talk to him but I’ll call Grand-pa this weekend. Works been really busy.”

“Yeah? I never thought you’d move to such a remote place in the mountains and like it,” her mum said in a lighter tone. Crisis averted. “Just goes to show you can do anything when you put your heart and mind into it. Have you met any interesting people?”

Jewel chuckled and glanced at the group of seniors pecking keys on their keyboards and then looking at the monitors. “Of course, I meet them every day.”

“You know what I mean, have you met a guy from the slopes? Some hunk coming down for a cup of hot chocolate?” Her mum’s voice turned sly.

“No. And that’s not likely to happen, this isn’t that kind of cafe. I haven’t had time to do much of anything social. Thinking of heading to Denver next weekend to do a spa day. You should come up.”

“Hmm, that might be fun, we haven’t done that in a long time. I’ll let you know. Bye for now, chat soon.” Her mom disconnected. 

“Miss?”

Jewel watched a slim young man, probably no older than 19 or 20 tops with large hazel eyes approach the counter.

“Yes?”

“Are you hiring?” He swallowed hard and looked at the top of the counter before continuing. “I attend the community college studying programming. Before that I worked in a computer repair shop in Chicago. Right now, I need something part-time. I could work on weekends or evenings, maybe the place could stay open later, pick up the night birds, like me.” He offered a tentative smile, full of hope.

They stared at each other for a few seconds, she didn’t want to burst his bubble. The cafe didn’t make enough to bring on a third person. But it wasn’t her decision either. “Give me your name and phone number. I’ll ask the owner if he’s interested, pass on your information so he can call and talk to you.” She shrugged, with a small smile. “Best I can do, okay?”

He grinned and nodded as he pulled out a pen, and wrote the information down on a piece of paper. “Thanks, I appreciate it. I’m Percy by the way.” He handed it to her and backed away with his smile in place.

“Jewel. Grady, the owner, will contact you if he’s hiring.” She slid the information next to the phone.

“Thanks again.” He left whistling.

Cute kid she thought as Murphy walked in to relieve her for lunch.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter 3


[image: image]


Patch entered the internet cafe just as the last of a group of students walked out and onto one of the ski-lodge vans. Impatient to finish reading the documents from his attorney, he brushed past the last one and looked around the shop for Murphy. 

Normally the older vet sat in the back working on a computer or tinkering on a gadget this time of day. No one knew much about the older man. Patch heard Murphy showed up in town one day and never left. His ability to break down and rebuild computers in a short amount of time earned him a place and a measure of respect, so people left him alone. 

“Murphy,” Patch yelled as he strode to the back where the dark-haired man sat with pieces of a computer scattered around his desk. “I need you to check this out for me, it just stopped working, screen went dark in the middle of something important.”

Murphy looked up at him, the edges of his dark hair were gray at the temples. Thin with a long oval face and dark eyes that seemed to peer through a person gazed at him. The first time they met, Patch thought Murphy was some type of paranormal he hadn’t met before. The man sent off wild signals, with his ability to go still and quiet.  But the cagey, ornery man was human, probably with some extra sensory perception.

“You drove down the mountain just now?” Murphy asked as he extended his hand and took the laptop. 

Patch ran his hand through his hair. “I was on my way to town.” No need to mention his destination. He watched for a few minutes and bit back an impatient sigh. 

Leigh, his ex-girlfriend and mother of his son, had filed against him in the court while he was out of the country on his last assignment. He didn’t mind paying more in child support, all bears took good care of their cubs. He’d give his son whatever he needed. But she’d petitioned the high court against him being alone with the boy, claiming Patch’s dangerous lifestyle could put their son in harm’s way. 

Sneaky bitch crossed a line he had to erase. All that information regarding this latest in a long line of bullshit charges against him was on his laptop in an encrypted email from his attorney.

The entire two years they’d been together she wanted him to quit working security assignments. They’d argued about it relentlessly. She didn’t care he’d gone to military school, won medals for his marksmanship and this was the only career he was qualified for. More importantly, he enjoyed his job. One day she gave him an ultimatum, his work or her. He’d taken too long to answer and she’d left throwing curses over her shoulder as she left. By the time he was ready to discuss the matter rationally, she claimed she was no longer interested and wanted to move forward with her life without him. A month later she told him he was going to be a father. That was five years ago, and she’d done everything within her power to make his life miserable since then. 

When Cory, their son, was born, Leigh claimed she didn’t want to be a mother and dropped the infant off on his doorstep knowing he had no idea what to do. Kelly, Patch’s sister moved from Canada to help while he worked, together Cory thrived under their care.

Leigh waited a year, until he and his son bonded, to put on an Oscar worthy performance before the court. She played the role of a mother needing her child to perfection. She cried, fell to the floor with her hands clasped together begging forgiveness for her lapse in judgment. Even he bought into it at first.

In the black bear community, females ruled the justice system and she appealed to the mother in all of them. None of Leigh’s past was held against her, she was awarded full custody of Cory, while he and his family reserved visitation and a custodial claim as Cory’s sire.

Months after the court ruling, things were awkward. Cory didn’t know Leigh, she’d never visited him during that year. He screamed as if his soul were being ripped form him when she took him away from Patch’s arms. Embarrassed, Leigh flipped Patch the
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