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        To my readers,

        Never forget you are purrfect in every way!

        Xoxo.

        Del mare alla stella,

        C.D.

      

        

      
        This is a work of fiction. All of the characters, names, places, organizations, and events portrayed in this novel are either part of the author’s imagination and/or used fictitiously and are not to be construed as real. Any resemblance to any person, living or dead, actual events, locales or organizations is entirely coincidental. This eBook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. All rights are reserved. No part of this book is to be reproduced, scanned, downloaded, printed, or distributed in any manner whatsoever without written permission from the author. Please do not participate in or encourage piracy of any materials in violation of the author’s rights. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.
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      She’s a curvy She-Cat searching for the purrfect kiss. He’s a Black Bear who doesn’t want a mate.

      

      The Beta of the Maverick Pride has no desire to find a mate. He’s tried that once, and all it got him was hurt. This grumpy Bear is content to be alone. Or is he?

      

      Jessica Maverick has been searching for her fated mate since she was just a cub. But finding love is hard for the sister of the Pride Neta. How’s a girl supposed to have a sex life with her big brother breathing down her neck?

      

      Determined to find her mate, she seeks out Uncle Uzzi’s impeccable advice.

      

      Will this dauntless She-Cat catch her reclusive Bear?
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      Uzzi Stregovich was looking forward to his upcoming trip to Maverick Point, New Jersey with glee. The Tiger Pride Neta had settled down with the female Uzzi had rescued from a disastrous date, and now he wanted his service for the entire Pride.

      His magic buzzed and hummed, that special gift from his ancestors alerting him that love was, in fact, in the air.

      Uzzi was an old Witch. A descendant of the Goddess of Love, his powers were uniquely attuned to finding fated mates and pairing up supernaturals who would, undoubtedly, be better off together.

      It was a gift and a responsibility he worked hard to maintain. Feeling the presence of his dearly departed wife, Uzzi settled down for some much needed meditation before his short journey.

      “It will be alright, libeling. I have a feeling this first match will hardly need any interference at all.”

      With that thought, he smiled and sat down on the ancient carpet he used when trying to focus his powers.

      Yes, this one will be bearish good fun.
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      Uncle Uzzi stared at his calendar and shook his fuzzy white head. Could it really be this late in the season?

      “Well, liebling, you were right. I need a new calendar system,” he mused aloud.

      His beloved wife, Betty, would have been tickled pink at his admission. The old Witch grunted a thanks as Richard, his housekeeper, sat a plate of just frosted black and white cookies and black tea on the table.

      “Can I get you anything else?”

      “No, thank you, Richard,” he said, nodding at the man.

      “In fact, I must call the car service. It looks like I have a reservation with Maverick pride, and I must not be late.”

      “Yes, sir. I can wrap the leftovers for you to take,” the older man added.

      “Ah, yes. That would be lovely, thank you.”

      Uncle Uzzi approved of Richard’s baking skills and was glad his wife had hired the man to come work for them once she’d entered hospice. His heart squeezed at the memories of her that came surging back into his brain whenever he thought of his liebling.

      “I know, I know,” he mumbled.

      He felt the warm caress of her brush against his heart, and Uzzi stilled. Every now and then, he felt her energy as familiar and precious as his own.

      She had been his true and fated mate in life and would remain part of his soul until they embarked on their next adventure, be it in this world or another. That was the thing about fated mates. Their souls belonged to one another.

      Uzzi had already had his time on earth with his liebling, and as promised, he would dedicate the rest of his time to helping others find their soul mates.

      “Come, I must get ready for my travels,” he said to no one in particular.

      “Get ready, Maverick Point. Uncle Uzzi’s Magical Matchmaking Service is coming to town, and you pussies are in for it now!”

      His laughter rang out, followed by a spark of blue magic that was both warm and bright. There was nothing quite like news of a fated mate to deliver.

      “And here we go.”
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      Swirls of clouds, stark white against an azure sky circled the top of Mount Maverick, looming in the distance like some far away fairytale mountaintop.

      Jessica pushed herself harder, racing across the frost covered forest on her four furry legs. She cut a path through the trees, reveling in the glory of a perfect winter’s day.

      The holidays were always hardest on her. Ever since both her parents had passed on, Jess had felt alone. True, she had a brother. Hunter Maverick had proved time and again that he was the best brother in the world. He’d been there through her somewhat difficult formative years. And yet, the man had never mistreated her over any of her teenaged tantrums and histrionics.

      She was sure his Neta tendencies had often warred with his older sibling sympathy. Either way, the Alpha male had definitely gotten the short end of the stick when he’d had to take on the role of parent and Pride leader immediately after he’d finished college.

      Jessica wasn’t bad per se, but she had a fanciful imagination. Her inner beast chuffed and growled at the memories of her heart laden journals and tear stained pillows.

      Grrrrrrrr.

      Truth was, she’d been dreaming of love everlasting and her mating ceremony, the equivalent of a wedding for normals, since before she’d even grown boobs. Once she’d received said knockers, she was all look out Pride males!

      Poor Hunter hadn’t known what to do when his green as grass sister had started sneaking around the Pride House, itching to catch a peak of his guards unclothed or mid-shift. That period of time had resulted in many a time out for the young female.

      Sigh.

      Well, how else was she supposed to learn about boys? Besides, Shifters were uninhibited when it came to nudity. Still, there was such a thing as etiquette.

      Once Hunter had caught her staring in a rather un-Shifter-like way, he’d ordered all the men to change forms behind the house. Hell. He’d even had them construct a dressing room of sorts so they wouldn’t walk around his baby sis nude.

      The pussy-blocking jerk.

      Double sigh.

      It had been years since she’d thought of those troublesome times when puberty had clashed with common sense. Oh yeah, but Jessica never did anything half-assed.

      If she was going to make a fool of herself, she was going all out. She had even fancied herself in love a time or two, or maybe seven. But each one of her would-be suitors, fuzzy-faced youths of course, had been run off by the big tough Neta. He always was a spoilsport.

      High school had been one long running test of how frustrated could a girl get before she kills her brother.

      Not that college was any better. But that was her fault for commuting. She should have known better than to take a brand new automobile as a bribe to live home and drive to all her classes.

      Another weary sigh.

      Her hymen was getting way too fucking comfortable inside of her. The damn thing thought it had tenure or something. One thing was certain, being an almost virgin sucked.

      One time so did not count.

      Especially that first time. Jessica was all about reclaiming her virginity these days. Might as well, since she could hardly call what happened between her and the lanky normal sex.

      Ugh.

      Her Tiger could not agree more. The striped beastie was eager to find a male, claim him, and start pumping out kids.

      Grrrrrrrrr.

      Not that Jessica was exactly ready for that, but the rest of it. Yeah. Why the fuck not? Dating was more difficult than ever since Hunter had found his own mate, truly ascending to his rightful position as Neta. He’d been cleaning up the Pride left and right, and they were all the better for it.

      But Jess was still alone. And that sucked.

      What was wrong with men these days? Didn’t they like sex?

      Thankfully, Hunter had stopped harassing her about her non-existent sex life. He was too busy with his own mate to police his baby sister’s dates.

      Jessica’s beast chuffed when she thought of the new Nari of the Pride. Elissa Phoenix, soon-to-be Maverick, if Jess’s idiot brother ever got the woman to the altar, was simply amazing. The tiny blonde was everything Jessica wanted in a sister, and she was so happy for them both.

      The couple was already expecting the next generation of Pride royalty, but for some reason the woman still did not have a ring on her finger.

      SMH. Dope.

      The least her big bro could do was make an honest woman of her. Weddings were not a Shifter thing, but Elissa had lived as a normal for most of her life until she’d been claimed and experienced the Puspa, turning her into a Tiger Shifter as well.

      So yeah, Hunter definitely needed to step up and marry the woman before Jessica’s new niece or nephew made an appearance.

      Really? Does it look like I am unhappy or something, Jess?

      The Nari of the Pride, and Jessica’s closest girlfriend, pushed the thought inside her mind’s eye.

      The younger Tiger chuffed, having forgotten she wasn’t alone for a minute. Jess had been running so fast and far through the gray and white woods, she’d been lost in her own thoughts.

      Communicating telepathically wasn’t something she did very often, but it was a treasured characteristic of close Pride mates.

      Since Elissa was new to the whole thing, it was quite the surprise she could communicate that way at all. Having received the gift of the blossoming, the legendary transformation known amongst the ancient Bengali Shifter Tribes as Puspa, after she’d been claimed by her mate, she was discovering new abilities all the time.

      Jessica was in complete awe of the female. So rare, it was now a myth among Tiger Shifters, the Puspa only happened when a couple was intertwined by destiny and blessed by the Fates.

      With it, the human partner received the gift of an animal spirit and the ability to shift into that animal. But that only happened if the gods or Fates allowed it, and only if the recipient was deemed worthy.

      Elissa had obviously been chosen. Jess bumped her head gently against the other female. Her Tiger was small and beautiful, just like the woman. She was strong, though.

      The Nari would never be weak. And Jessica both loved and admired her new sister. She was genuinely happy for her brother, too.

      Lucky fucker.

      Sorry, Lissa, I was just lost in thought. Besides, I am not wrong. You need a ring, and my dumb brother is gonna get a smack if he doesn’t go shopping soon!

      She felt Elissa’s responding laughter and joined her in her mirth.

      Yeah, well, don’t you worry. He loves me and I love him. We just need to set a date.

      Jessica chuffed as her Nari moved slowly through a deep pile of snow. She stretched her paws, loving the way the chilly wind sifted through her fur when Elissa yelped.

      Tigers don’t yelp.

      Elissa corrected Jessica.

      Are you two ladies okay?

      A deep, rumbling voice entered both their heads.

      Jessica turned around to see a huge Black Bear ambling towards them. His coat shone deep and dark, a warm chestnut brown on the top of his head that gave way to longer, shaggier fur of deeper browns and blacks along his back and rump. He looked perfect in the woods, majestic even with the sunlight filtering through the pines.

      He was enormous with claws that were easily five-inches long and razor sharp. Jessica’s heart stopped, but she shook it off. She was good at pretending she did not notice him.

      But of course, he would be there. Brayden Smith, Black Bear Shifter, and Maverick Pride Beta was there to guard the Nari.

      It’s not like he’d shown up for Jessica. If only, she mused, careful to keep her secret longing hidden. Truth was, ever since the big smack down with their evil former Beta, Blake, she’d been thinking nonstop about the big Bear.

      One second, she’d been shoved by Blake so hard her head had cracked against the granite countertop. The next second, Brayden had come barreling in, swatting the Tiger like he was an annoying gnat. He’d picked her up and ran his hands over her from head to toe, checking and cataloguing her injuries.

      She could almost feel them now. His big hands skating over her body with a gentleness she hadn’t expected from the enormous Bear.
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      Sighing inwardly, Jessica remembered her link, and worked double time to shield her thoughts and emotions from both Elissa and Brayden.

      She didn’t need to make any more of an ass of herself. Hadn’t she done that by always running after Lance, the youngest of her brother’s guards?

      But that was a whole other thing. Not the unrequited love everyone seemed to think she felt.

      Why did you yelp?

      Brayden asked.

      Oh, no. I mean, we’re fine. Uh, I just stepped on a stone back there.

      Jessica replied, and if Tigers could blush, hers would be beet red.

      The Bear nodded and turned around, completely ignoring Jessica. That was pretty much par for the course these last few weeks.

      Ever since that scene in the kitchen, Brayden had acted like she pretty much did not exist. Not that she understood why. Like at all.

      Oh well.

      If he hated her so much, Jess just would not bother him. Okay, so she’d been a little annoying with all the questions when he’d first joined the Pride.

      But could she help it if he was interesting? The man was a Black Bear in a Pride full of Tiger Shifters.

      She was curious. Like cats often were. It was simply part of her Tiger’s nature.

      Nowadays, he had no time for foolish females. He was the Beta, second to only Hunter in power and dominance.

      Jessica shivered just thinking about all that muscle and strength. He was so tall and wide, covered in thick ropes of muscle. A real mountain of a man. Big enough to make a thick girl like her feel tiny.

      And wasn’t that something?

      She exhaled a puff of air in the cold woods, whipping her tail back and forth as they neared the Pride House. She should have been thinking about work, her boutique, anything else. But her thoughts were all about Brayden Smith, the sinfully gorgeous Black Bear Shifter who didn’t even know she was alive.

      Sad chuff.

      After they shifted to their skin, separately, of course, she watched him through lowered lids. His brown hair was thick and wavy on the top of his head, much like his bear’s.

      He wore a close-cropped beard she was dying to get her hands on at all times. But what she loved most were his near black eyes. Sometimes, when his emotions were heightened, they glittered like obsidian glass.

      But now, when he was fresh from his Change, the color was so rich and warm, like fresh roasted espresso beans. There was something sad about them, though. Like he always held himself at a distance.

      Maybe it was because he was a Bear in a Pride full of pussies.

      Snort.

      Jessica sobered quickly. Most likely, his reserve was due to a particularly disturbing rumor she’d heard about him years ago.

      Jessica’s heart squeezed in sympathy, hurting for the big, beautiful man. She might dream about mates and true love’s kiss, but he’d had all that. Much to her own dismay.

      Brayden Smith had had a true mate, and he’d lost her. It was a tragic accident, as far as Jessica knew.

      He’d been at work when the young Sow had went driving during a freak thunderstorm. Jessica didn’t know the details, only that the woman had hit a slick in the road and had gone careening into a tree at full speed. She’d died upon impact.

      That said, Jessica supposed it was only natural for him to be reticent around females. Not that there were many in the Maverick Pride.

      As a whole, there were maybe fifty or sixty Pride mates, and out of that, maybe a dozen and a half were females. And again, only a little more than half of those were of age to find a mate.

      Needless to say it had been lonely for Jessica growing up in Maverick Point. It was probably the reason Brayden liked the place.

      No swarm of women following him around, throwing themselves at his spectacular shoe size fifteen feet. He’d even turned down Pamela Brown.

      Lance had told her so. Pamela was a female Tiger in the Maverick Pride. The woman seemed hard and was always a little too stuck up to be friends with Jess. She thought she was a gift from the gods. The way she threw herself at all the men just because she was skinny and tall.

      Hmmpf.

      Jessica’s she-Cat was not approving of the female. Even when they were children, Pamela was different. Mean and a little bullying. But she was part of the Pride, so Jess tolerated her. As the Neta’s sister, it was her duty to be above the petty squabbles the other females engaged in.

      Sometimes that really sucked. Like big time.

      Especially when they were all pining to be just another notch in the bedposts of so many of the males. Especially her brother’s guards.

      Pierce, Lance, Reg, Mikey, and Brayden were all very sought after. Not to mention Hunter himself, who’d been on the most wanted list since he ascended to his position.

      Luckily, Elissa had arrived just in time. Jessica still could not believe she used to chase Lance around like some love-struck cub.

      Heat burned her cheeks at the memory. The Tiger had been kind, but firm in letting her know he didn’t see her that way. She saw he was right immediately, and Jessica was more than fine with just being friends.

      Really, she was. She was just lonely.

      Oh well, she would not be throwing herself at him again. But Jessica still wanted a mate. There was just one problem, where was she going to find an eligible man?

      She knew better than to moon over the big Bear Shifter. Even though his lips looked unbelievably soft and kissable. His body was definitely nibble-able.

      Was that even a word?

      Fuck it.

      If it wasn’t, she just invented it,

      Nibbleable.

      It definitely had potential. But even so. Jessica had to recognize the very sexy, very off limits, Brayden Smith was not for her.

      Doubly sad chuff.

      She waited while Elissa shifted back to human. It took a little extra. Her being pregnant and all.

      The Nari’s tail had weaved back and forth as they’d trekked over the frozen ground back to the changing room behind the Pride House.

      Elissa’s slightly swollen belly had wobbled from side to side in her Tiger’s body and Jess grinned happily. It was positively adorable.

      Oh, shush it! I am a grown ass woman and only my mate can call me adorable, Jess.

      Elissa scolded her.

      Jessica frowned. She’d been projecting again and this time in her skin.

      Well, shit.

      She turned her head from side to side, but there was no sign of the big Black Bear. Wherever he was, she just hoped it was far enough away to keep from reading her thoughts.

      Elissa was the only one allowed to be present to witness her humiliatingly lustful thoughts for the Bear.

      The last thing she wanted was for big, sexy Brayden Smith to know she daydreamed about kissing him, for fuck’s sake.

      Growl.

      Moan.

      Sigh.

      Prrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrr.
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      Brayden walked as fast as he could away from the females without drawing attention to himself. He had no use for women, but he liked the Pride Nari, and it was his job to protect her.

      Occasionally, when the Neta’s duties could not be avoided, Brayden was assigned to keep the Nari safe. Especially since the female was still getting used to her animal.

      Shifters needed to transform into their animals to keep the balance between their dual natures. This was an understanding all Shifters were born with, even ones as different as Bears and Tigers.

      No one had experienced the ancient Tiger blessing of Puspa in years, and so, the Pride did not know what to expect from their Nari. Already, it was strange how the urge to shift was not as strong with her yet.

      But Brayden knew that feeling would only increase once she birthed the Alpha pair’s cub. To prepare for that time when her inner beast would push for the Change, Elissa had announced her intention to practice daily.

      Typically, Hunter would be the one to accompany her, but the male had a meeting with city and state officials that morning concerning Maverick Development.

      The construction company where most of the Pride worked, including Brayden, kept them solvent. Along with a rather impressive stock portfolio, the Pride had plenty of money.

      But work was necessary to keep the area’s Shifters honest and loyal. They craved challenges and physical outlets to release energy. Fighting and fucking were always there, but Brayden preferred work.

      When Hunter could not be with his mate, he’d ordered Brayden, the new Beta, to take over guard duty. He rarely minded, as it was Reg who often joined him in guarding the Nari.

      But not today. Reg was working a double shift on the access road they’d been repaving. He’d thought the female would cancel, but not their Nari. She was tenacious.

      Besides, she was not alone. Today, she was there to accompany Elissa.

      Jessica Maverick was hell on Brayden’s system.

      Even in her fur, she was radiant. Every time he saw the woman, he damn near swallowed his tongue. His Bear rose inside him, possessive about the curvaceous beauty and it was all he could do to rein in the animal.

      But damn. The redheaded beauty was a certifiable knockout. A dream of a woman, unfortunately, she was also the Neta’s little sister. In other words, the she-Cat was completely off limits.

      Mine, grunted his Bear.

      A rumbling growl built inside him, and Brayden worked hard to shut that shit down.

      And fast.

      He had no use for that kind of thinking. He’d been mated once, or as near to it as he could get. Once upon a time when he’d been younger, honor bound, and stupid as fuck.

      He’d made it his responsibility to care for a little Sow from his hometown of Barvale. The Bear Clan where he
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