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Foreword

Welcome to Fated and Mated, a free, subscriber only book, just to say thank you for your support.

 

Cassie is helping Marjorie set up the new website for her online dating agency, Fated and Mated. But what she never expected, was to be the first success story, but will things run smoothly?

 

 

Sign up to the 

Harmony Raines Newsletter
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Chapter One – Cassie

“The website looks amazing, Cassie,” Marjorie said, scrolling down the front page of the website Cassie had painstakingly set up for the new shifter dating service, Fated and Mated.

“Thanks, Marjorie, I’m so pleased you like it.” Cassie tilted her head and looked at it critically. “Although I’m still not convinced that shifters will know their mates when they see them on a screen. It can’t be the same as coming face to face with them in real life.”

Marjorie sighed. “I know dear—but well, if not, at least it will open up the world to the confirmed bachelors, and bachelorettes in the shifter world. I have everyone spreading the word, and I think when we launch next week, it will be well received.”

Cassie picked up the nervousness in Marjorie’s voice, and placed her hand on the older woman’s shoulder. Marjorie had been talking about this for months, and had finally plucked up the courage to give it a go. As a web designer between jobs, Cassie had been more than willing to help out, although the fee she charged didn’t even cover half the time she had spent on it.

“Right, I suppose we had better start loading up all these good-looking guys and girls,” Cassie said, swapping places with Marjorie, and clicking to navigate to the folder containing all the shifters Marjorie had persuaded to join. They totaled thirty or more, not many, but Marjorie was convinced that, once they had a success story, word would spread and more shifters would be willing to take a chance to find a date with online dating. Marjorie had also invested heavily on online advertising. This meant those that weren’t shifters would also join. 

Not all shifters were lucky enough to find a mate who was also a shifter, so an exclusive site was not ideal either. However, Cassie had designed an “upgrade”; it was a secret message that only shifters would know about.

It would make it easier for those who were of the dual personality to know they could be open about themselves. None of the odd questions needed to establish what they were; Cassie knew only too well how it went.

“So, do you enjoy a good run in the woods?” 

“Yes.”

“And a roll in the mud?”

“What kind of nut job are you?

“It’s good for my skin.” And the shifter slinks off, tail between legs, feeling like a freak.

Cassie had heard them, all, and experienced a few firsthand. Thinking about it, Marjorie was doing the whole shifter community a real favor. 

“So, are you going to add yourself to the site?” Marjorie asked, coming in with a cup of coffee for Cassie.

“I don’t know. I like the idea—but, well, I’m not too photogenic, you know.” Cassie sipped her coffee, clicked a new folder, and uploaded the information.

“Nonsense.” Marjorie grabbed her phone. “Stand here. Come on,” she said encouragingly when Cassie didn’t move.

“I’m not really looking for my mate.” She knew that wasn’t true, but hated being photographed with a passion. With her curvy body and voluptuous breasts, the camera didn’t have to add the mythological extra 5lbs for her to look too round. It didn’t bother her, but she hated looking at those photos. She guessed it all stemmed from high school. Her best friend was stick-thin and the prettiest thing, as delicate as a flower, next to Cassie.

More than few cruel jokes had come her way because she was so opposite to her BFF, but their friendship had lasted longer than the jibes. And now Cassie and Rhianna shared a small apartment over a warehouse on the outskirts of Bear Bluff. 

“That’s it, tilt your head to your left.” Marjorie took several photos, the bright flash making her blink and she knew most of them were probably going to be of her with her eyes closed. Maybe none of them would be of any use, but looking at Marjorie’s face, she was determined to get Cassie onto the website.

“Listen, while you play with your phone, I’m going to get back to work.” Cassie sat down, trying not to let her mood cloud over. Would it be so bad having her face exposed to all the men in town, and more? After all, her mate would love her for who she was. It wouldn’t matter if she was three feet tall with hairy feet, a mate was a mate. But it would be nice to experience someone falling for her properly, not a man forced to his knees by the mating bond.

“Here.” Marjorie thrust her phone under Cassie’s nose, and showed her the picture she had selected.

“Wow. Next thing you’ll be offering your services as a wedding photographer.” The photo was good: the angle of the shot and the way the light from the window captured her blue eyes and softened her face was amazing. “That is the first picture of me I’ve ever liked.”

“Put it on, then,” Marjorie said. “Please. I know you have worked hard on this for me and I haven’t paid you anywhere near what you deserve, so if I can get you fixed up with a mate, well, that would be perfect.”

Cassie sighed and looked at the picture, and then at the screen in front of her. What would it be like seeing herself on the website she had created? Oh, why not, she thought. 

“OK.” She took the phone and swapped the photo over to the computer, trying not to cringe when the she appeared ten times bigger on the website. Maybe she ought to do what they did in magazines with those supermodels and airbrush a few pounds off her face, and that blemish on her left cheek.

“Perfect,” Marjorie said happily. “Now, fill in your details.”

“I’m not sure what to put.” Cassie was never good at selling herself. “Curvy, broke, unemployed graphics designer doesn’t exactly sound sexy, does it?”

Marjorie laughed. “Come on, Cassie, you are one of the most kind and genuine people I know. Fun-loving, confident, you can do a lot better than that with your profile.”

“Well, I’ll give it some thought while I load the rest of these.” She clicked off her profile, wondering if she would actually have the nerve to fill in the details, or if as soon as Marjorie had gone, she would press delete.

“I know what you’re thinking, and I will check it’s still there,” Marjorie said, taking the empty cups and going to the kitchen to wash them up.

“I thought you might say that,” Cassie said with a faint smile. Really, it was nice to have someone like Marjorie to care for her. When she moved to Bear Bluff with Rhianna, it was Marjorie who had helped them settle in, generously cooking them hot meals that she often shared with them in their small apartment. With their families miles away, up on the higher mountain ranges, it was comforting to know there was a motherly figure around if they needed anything.

“You should ask Rhianna to put hers on there too. Never know, you might find your mates. And then I won’t have to keep coming over and checking on you. You both need a man to look after you.”

Cassie turned around, appalled, to see Marjorie grinning at her. “I was beginning to wonder if that was why you set up this site, because you think everyone needs to be married off!”

“No, that’s not why I started it.” Suddenly, Marjorie’s face crumpled and she turned away from Cassie, fishing a tissue out of her pocket and wiping her eyes. 

Cassie got up from her seat and went over to the older woman and put her arms around her, pulling her into a warm hug. “I know why you did it, and I think it’s wonderful that you want everyone to be as happy as you were with your husband.”

“I do, Cassie, I really do. There’s not a day, not an hour, goes by when I don’t think of him, or talk to him in my head. I think of him wherever he is, and wonder if he is proud of me, or thinks I’m a silly old woman.”

Marjorie’s first husband had passed away years ago, and even though she had a good friend in Vic Stanton, and the gossips liked to make them a couple, the sad truth was, it was not the same as having a bonded mate in your life.

“I’ll get the rest of the photos on the site, and then I’ll fill out my profile.”

Marjorie smiled, “That makes me happy, Cassie. You might not think you need a man in your life, but you sure do need your mate.”

“I’ll take your word for it,” she said, sitting down.

Secretly she felt excited about seeing what men were out there. She only hoped that her mate would be a shifter, not a human. Her fantasy had always been to run through the forest with her mate by her side, and then make love in the open air.

Now, that was one thing she was not going to put on her profile!


Chapter Two – Logan

“So she’s actually doing it?” Logan asked. They were seated around the table at his mom’s house. It was still a tradition, even though his younger brother had found himself a mate, something that seemed to elude Logan.

“Yes,” Melanie answered. “Cassie is setting the website up now. It looks brilliant.” His sister-in-law was heavily pregnant, and the family was nervously awaiting the birth of her child. 

Even Logan was looking forward to having a young cub around the place, but it was making his biological clock make itself heard. Tick, tock, tick, tock: it was especially loud when he was near his mom, and he was sure he could see a pendulum in her eyes as she tried not to voice her concerns over his lack of a mate.

“You should sign up, Logan,” his mom said, much to the amusement of his other brothers. 

“Maybe they do a family discount,” he said, glaring around the room.

His brothers didn’t look so happy about that. Melanie, however, thought it was a brilliant idea.

“Yes, come on, Marjorie would love to have lots of eligible young men on her site. It will draw in more women.”

“Not when they see their pictures,” Taylor joked, earning him a thump from Melanie.

“Behave.” She smiled at the others. “It would be great, and we could do with some more women in the family.”

His mom agreed, of course. “And more babies. It would be nice for us to have a houseful of bears. It would remind me of when you were all cubs.”

Logan laughed, “Come on, Mom, we used to run you ragged.”

“It was the happiest time of my life,” she said wistfully.

“OK, so that’s settled,” said Melanie. “I’ll give you the web address, and you can all log on and upload your profiles.”

One look at his mom’s blissfully happy face told him he had better do as he was told. But deep down, he knew it was useless; whoever heard of a website for people like him, and what happened if the woman he fell for, the woman who was his mate, wasn’t a shifter? What happened then? All those awkward questions.

Still, as he made his way back to his bachelor pad in the city, he realized it was a good idea. Because if he was truthful, he knew there was little chance of running across his mate in the faceless void of high-rise neighborhoods and offices.

So when he let himself into his small apartment, and switched on his laptop to check his email and work on a project he had to finish by Monday, he couldn’t help taking a look at the site.

Only ten profiles, no, eleven, so someone was working on it right now. Knowing if he didn’t act today, he would file it away on his to-do list and forget about it, he took out his phone and took a selfie. Transferring it to his computer, he then uploaded it and began to fill in the rest of his details.

Awkward. What exactly were you supposed to say on these things? He skipped around, looking at a few others, and then came back to stare at the blank screen.

“Logan,” He started with his name, of course, and then his occupation. “Pen pusher extraordinaire.”

He smiled as he typed in city broker; it sounded much more important than it actually was. Spending hours dealing with other people’s money on high-risk investments was not always fun: the stress levels were high and the overtime mentally exhausting. And that was maybe why he wanted a mate, someone to come home to, someone to take his mind off work and make him feel special.

Wow, should he put selfish and self-centered on his profile too?

After about half an hour, he had it ready. And clicked enter, waiting nervously for it to appear on the site. He refreshed the page, and everything was automatically added. Neat. Easy. Now, would he get any replies?

He didn’t know what to expect, but just sat staring at the screen before cursing and telling himself not to be so stupid—the site hadn’t even officially launched yet, and there were only a handful of people on it, probably friends and family of Marjorie and Melanie, and all the others involved in Bear Brides, the bridal boutique in Bear Creek. The chances of him hooking up with his mate from such a small pool of people was infinitely small.

And so, resisting the urge to look though the female profiles, he opened his presentation software and got to work. This was real, tangible, something he could control, which was exactly how he liked things. But all the same, his eye kept flicking to his task bar to see if he had any new emails. 

Numbers, formulas, answers, so simple, so therapeutic to his mind. There was a right answer and a wrong answer, and Logan planned to make sure it was always the right answer he gave his clients: it was why he was so sought after, why he knew he was going to be offered partnership in another three years.

His mind drifted off work, unusual for this bear shifter, but he began to think about his future, and how it would never be possible to bring up a young cub here in this small apartment. He chuckled to himself; he had to find a mate first. All this talk of dating websites had become a distraction.

But then he heard a ping; he had a new message, and when he looked, he saw it was from Fated and Mated. He had a match.


Chapter Three – Cassie

She had been sitting there working for an hour. Marjorie had popped out and got them a bottle of wine, and now she was busy cooking dinner. Rhianna would be over any minute, and they would sit around Marjorie’s table eating and drinking wine, as if they were a family. At some point Vic would make an appearance, checking in on Marjorie as he did every night.

“OK, this is the last one, then I’ll run through them all and just make sure all the profiles are matched to the right photos,” she said, and bent her head from side to side, trying to ease the ache in her neck. Right now, she wished she did have a man with a magic touch, but only for a massage.

That would be so nice, having his fingers put just the right amount of pressure on her sore nerve. Clicking out of the folder that held the files, she began to navigate her way through the website.

“How’s it looking?” asked Marjorie, coming out of the kitchen with a nice glass of red wine and putting it down next to Cassie.

“Come look,” she said, and started clicking through the thirty or so pages of men and women who had signed up.

“It looks great.” Marjorie sipped her own glass of wine.

“Oh, look, we have a new member! He’s not one that I put on here,” she said, and clicked through to see the first man brave enough to join who hadn’t been coerced by Marjorie.

“He’s one of Taylor’s brothers,” Marjorie said. “Here, dear, let’s celebrate our first proper client.”

But Cassie didn’t hear her. She was too busy staring at the screen in total shock.

“Hi, how’s it going?” Rhianna came in through the front door, which never seemed to be locked; Marjorie seemed to operate on an open all hours’ policy. “Oh, wow, he’s cute.”

“Isn’t he?” Marjorie said, and then Cassie caught Marjorie’s gesture out of the corner of her eye; she was tilting her head toward Cassie and mouthing something.

Vaguely aware of movement, Cassie felt Rhianna’s hand on her shoulder. “You OK, Cass?”

“I’m not sure,” she said truthfully. “What do you think of this guy?”

Rhianna and Marjorie leaned in closer. “Cute.”

“Is that it?” Cassie asked.

“Well, he has nice skin and he shaves; looks as if he’s house trained.” Rhianna giggled, and Marjorie shook her head.

“Why don’t you tell us what you think of him?” Marjorie rested her hand on Cassie’s shoulder. “I mean, what you really think of him.”

Cassie knew that Marjorie got it, that she knew that she had found her first success story. Even though Fated and Mated hadn’t officially launched yet, they had their first mated bond confirmed.

Rhianna gasped. “Do you mean...?”

“At least we know the site works,” Cassie said, her voice high and wavering.

“Are you going to message him?” Marjorie asked.

“Do you think I ought to?” Cassie said. “I mean, what am I supposed to say?”

“Hi sexy, I’m your mate.” Rhianna squinted at the picture. “At least he looks solvent.”

“He’s the brother who works in the city,” Marjorie said. “Shall I get Melanie on the phone and ask her for references?”

Marjorie already had her phone in her hand, but Cassie, suddenly pulled out from the stupor she had been in, said, “No, I don’t want everyone knowing. I mean, what if I got it wrong. It’s one thing to know who your mate is in real life, another to see him on a screen. I’m going to feel pretty foolish if I’m wrong.”

“Then message him.” Marjorie said, pulling up a chair, while Rhianna hovered over her shoulder.

Cassie placed her hands on the keyboard, and then took them away again. “Help.”

“OK, start by saying ‘hi,’” Rhianna offered. 

“Well, I could have figured that part out on my own,” Cassie said, her nerves getting the better of her. She scrolled up to see his name. “Logan.”

“Keep it simple,” Rhianna advised. “Hi, Logan, I have seen your photo on Fated and Mated, and think we are a perfect match.”

Cassie couldn’t think of anything else and so typed the message, her hands shaking so much she misspelled a couple of words, and had to read it three times to see that it was all correct.

“Now hit send.” Marjorie leaned forward. “Maybe he is still online and will reply.”

Cassie felt her nerves become even more frazzled, if that was possible. “Why don’t I wait until tomorrow.”

“Are you kidding, you need to do it now. I know you, you’ll chicken out if you give yourself the chance.”

In her head, her bear agreed with her. He’s our mate. Simple, straight to the point, but it left Cassie in no doubt she would be living with a grumpy bear for the rest of her life if she messed this up.

Lifting her finger, as if she were about to detonate a bomb, she pressed the enter key, and the message was sent. 

“Oh my,” she said, one hand on either side of her cheek. “I feel sick.”

“Here, have some wine.” Marjorie handed her the glass that had sat next to her, untouched. Sipping at first, she soon drank it fast, wanting to numb the feelings inside her, but the wine only heightened the buzz in her head.

“Right, you stay there, and I’ll finish dinner,” Marjorie said, heading back to the kitchen, but she had to make frequent returns to the computer to check if a reply had arrived.

After fifteen minutes, there was no reply and dinner was ready, so Cassie left her chair and went to eat, although it was impossible to swallow because of the lump of nerves in her throat.

“It will work out, maybe he’s not at his computer.”

“What if he looks at my profile and doesn’t get it, doesn’t see I’m his mate.”

“Well, he should, he has that symbol on the right-hand side of his profile picture to indicate he’s a shifter. Oh, I wonder what he is?”

“A bear, of course he’s a bear, Taylor’s brothers are all bears.” Marjorie poured more wine.

“This is so exciting!” Rhianna said. “You’ll have a real romance, Marjorie, a real mated pair to promote your website.”

“I know,” Marjorie beamed but when she looked at Cassie, her smile faded. “Although that would be up to Cassie.”

Cassie wasn’t really listening, and she wasn’t really eating either; her stomach was churning, and the same mantra was rolling around in her head, she had found her mate. And now she had to wait and see if he really liked her, or whether the system was screwed up and she would have to live with this feeling of unreciprocated need for the rest of her life.

“Cass,” Rhianna said quietly and touched her hand, making her jump. “Try to eat, it’ll turn out OK.”

“Sorry, I’m still in shock.” Cassie picked up her fork and began to eat. Food would make her feel better, it always did. Although right now she could murder a bowl of chocolate brownie ice cream.

They sat quietly and finished dinner, with Cassie consciously not sliding her eyes sideways toward the computer to check if she had a new message. Her email was connected to her smart phone; she would know as soon as she got a reply.

Nothing.

“Dessert, dear?” Marjorie asked, and brought out a lovely apple pie, which she served with ice cream, and by the end of it, Cassie was feeling halfway to being human. But still all the way to feeling rejected. 

To keep herself busy, she said, “That was delicious. Do you want me to do the dishes?”

“No, I’ll do them.” Rhianna was up out of her seat and collecting everything off the table, whilst shooting Marjorie a sidelong look, and jerking her head back to Cassie.

“Oh,” said Marjorie. “Right.” 

“Right what?” Cassie asked suspiciously.

“Nothing, I just … we just thought you might need a hug and a chat.”

Cassie sighed, feeling as if she were five years old and had fallen down and scraped her knee. “Yes, I think I do.”

Marjorie, full of motherly love, came and wrapped her arms around Cassie. “You know, he’s probably just busy; maybe he’s gone out. Why don’t I get ahold of Melanie, it’s got to be better than you being miserable?”

“I appreciate it, but no, I want this to not be forced.” She laughed. “I mean I know it is, because of the website, but the rest of it, I need it to be natural.”

“I understand.” Marjorie stroked her hair. “You and Rhianna mean so much to me.”

“And we love you.” Cassie rested her head on Marjorie’s shoulder. Her life had never lacked love, but now, seeing Logan, her mate, she needed more, needed to be with her mate. She felt incomplete.

“All done.” Rhianna came out of the kitchen and smiled at Cassie and Marjorie. “Room for one more?”

“Always,” Cassie said, and she hugged her too.

“Now, you two should get home.” Marjorie said.

“I could do some more work on the site,” Cassie offered.

“No, not tonight.” Marjorie winked. “You go home and get some sleep.”

“You know that’s not going to happen,” Cassie said sadly.

“Still, you need to get some rest, because when he does contact you, he will sweep you off your feet.”

“I’m so nervous.” Cassie looked at her phone again. Still nothing. “I’m scared if he gets in touch, but terrified of what will happen if he does.”

“Until you talk to him for the first time, and then it will all fall into place and the world will look different.” Marjorie sighed dramatically. “At least, that’s what Eirik told me when he found Drew.”

Cassie left Marjorie’s house and walked home with Rhianna. “You know, I really feel like I need to go for a run.”

Rhianna followed her gaze up toward the Bluff. “Really?”

“I’ll go on my own.” Cassie began to move off toward the path that led up to the trees. “I’ll be fine, I just need a little time to get my head round this whole thing.”

“Cass, sure. I can come with you if you want.” But Cassie could tell that Rhianna just wanted to go home. She’d been up early this morning, to get to work on time. She worked shifts in the local bakery and she needed to go to bed, or else she would be tired the next morning. Last time she’d been tired at work she had ended up burning the first batch of bread; it had taken two days to get rid of the stench from the bakery. Not good for business.

Anyway, Cassie preferred to go on her own: she didn’t want to have to explain anything to anybody, or answer any questions. Questions she really didn’t have an answer for, because this was so new, so exciting, and yet so terrifying, all rolled up into one.

She needed some time alone with her bear, to run free over the mountain, to try and relax. But as she reached the lower slopes of the mountain, her phone beeped. Her heart raced as she pulled it out and looked at the screen. There it was, what she been waiting for all evening.

Her mate had replied.


Chapter Four – Logan

Logan had spent a very uncomfortable hour trying to figure out exactly what he was going to say in reply to his prospective mate.

“Hi, Logan, I have seen your photo on Fated and Mated, and think we are a perfect match. Cassie.”

He had sat and stared at her message on the screen, but eventually, feeling as if his mind would explode, he’d gone and had a shower, trying to relax. It helped a little bit, but his mind was still a jumble of words that just wouldn’t go in the right order. He was going to end up looking like a bit of an idiot instead of a successful city trader if he wasn’t careful.

With a towel wrapped around his midriff, he’d come to his computer, ready to say something, anything, to get in contact with his mate. Nervously, he clicked to reply to her email; this was it. Although this wasn’t exactly how he had pictured first contact with his mate, but in this modern age, shifters would have to get used to it.

Fingers poised over the keyboard, he thought of what he could tell her about himself. In the end he had typed three words.

“Can we meet?” And then pressed enter.

She is going to think you are an idiot who can’t string a sentence together, he thought miserably.

Here he was, a successful man, confident in his own world, capable of giving big presentations to company shareholders, and yet when it came to the most important moment of his life, nothing. His mind was wrapped up in what? Excitement, anticipation, or just plain fear?

Getting on the website had been a horrible idea. It was supposed to be different to this, it was supposed to be that heart-stopping moment when you see her across the room and know you are going to be together forever.

His computer pinged, his heart stopped. Opening the email, he saw the word yes, and his world exploded.

“When?” he asked.

“Now?” The reply came back.

“Where?”

“I’m on the Bluff.”

“On my way.” He got up, and grabbed his car keys, and was halfway out of the door when he realized, with the help of a cold draft, that he was not dressed. Back inside, he grabbed a T-shirt and jeans, and was pulling on sneakers as he was leaving the apartment and going down the stairs, two at a time, out into the parking lot, and to his car.

His heart raced, not because of the exertion, but because he was so damn excited, more excited than any Christmas or birthday. Slowly the realization that this was it, he had found her, was building up inside him, making him feel as if he would explode.

Taking care not to speed, he headed out of the city. It was a twenty-minute drive to Bear Bluff, and then he would have to leave his car and go all bear to climb the mountain to reach her. What if he couldn’t find her?

If they were meant to be, of course he would. Wow, now he was spouting romantic claptrap, this was getting serious!

Threading his way through the narrow lanes, he picked a secluded place to leave his car, jumped out, and, throwing caution to the wind, was bear before he had even reached the cover of the trees. You had to risk it all for love, right?

Breath pumping air into his lungs, heart pumping blood through his veins, he climbed, his big, strong back legs propelling him forward irrevocably to where she was waiting. If she was still there. What if she’d left, what if he had taken too long?

Thoughts circled around in his head, and he swept them aside, concentrating on what he was supposed to say to her at a moment like this. Hi, do you come here often wouldn’t quite cut it.

The Bluff was near. He had been up on it so many times as a child, and he had never dreamed that this was where he would meet his mate for the first time. He marveled at the fact she was so close; all this time she had been in his home town. How could he have missed her?

Stopping, not knowing which way to go when the path forked, he sniffed the air. There, tantalizing on the air, he could smell her. Claws dug into the ground as he leaped forward, his big paws causing an avalanche of shingle down the mountainside. But he kept moving, knowing she was near, knowing she was waiting.

He burst through the trees, and slid to a halt. There she was, looking startled as he nearly careered into her. Great, another good impression, he thought, as he stopped and stared at her, hoping he wasn’t drooling as her scent swept over him.

They stood, two bears, face to face, and then she lowered her head, taking a deep breath, drawing in his scent before taking a step toward him. Logan stood his ground, letting her approach, wanting her to want him, and terrified she might turn and run.

But she didn’t, and then she was next to him, her head rubbing against his shoulder, sending shock waves through his body. He had always heard of this first touch, but had never believed it could be so magical, so intense. Turning his giant face to hers, he licked her fur, and then buried his nose in her soft coat, inhaling deeply.

But then she backed away and cocked her head to look at him. He knew what she was going to do. The air shimmered around her and she left this world for one moment, before returning, the air alive as her shape grew and came together. Here she was, his mate, in human form, and what a form it was.

He stood and stared, taking in her curvy body, her wonderful breasts, ripe for his hands to caress and massage. Almost without thinking, his human side took over, appearing before her, wanting to touch her, to kiss her, to make love to her.

Yet it was too soon, he knew that. Even if his bear would rather have it different.

And of course, his bear would have it much, much different.


Chapter Five – Cassie

Oh my, she thought as he appeared in front of her, all larger than life, but looking much more yummy than his profile picture. 

She wanted to hide, feeling inferior to him, but then she straightened herself up. She was not a wimp, and this was something she wanted; and he wanted it too, she could see it written in his eyes. And what beautiful eyes they were. She couldn’t make out the color of them in the dim light, but they were soft and expressive, and they told her everything she needed to know. Her confidence soared.

“Hi, I’m Cassie,” she said, unable to resist lifting her hand and giving a small wave.

“Logan, as you know,” he said, his voice deep and as sensual as his eyes. Her insides melted, as if he touched her soul.

“Of course. So…” She stood looking at him, and he stood looking at her.

And then he grinned, breaking the mood of awkwardness that had threatened. “This is not how I pictured meeting my mate for the first time.”

“Me neither.” Although when she examined her feelings, there was no doubt he was her mate. Her body ached to be in his arms and her lips pouted, trying to reach out for a kiss.

She coughed and then shuffled her feet to regain her composure. Why couldn’t she think of anything cool and interesting to say, instead of just staring at him? But then he was staring right back.

“So what do you do?” she asked. It seemed the most obvious thing to ask.

“I work in the city. I’m a broker,” he said. “Sounds more glamorous than it is.”

“Oh, but you look glamorous,” she blurted out, taking in his designer jeans and T-shirt that clung to his chest in all the right places. “I mean, you don’t look like the guys I usually see around in Bear Bluff.” 

He smiled. “I hope that’s a compliment.”

“Oh, yeah, but then I don’t mix with, you know … your kind of men.”

“My kind of men?” he asked raising an eyebrow. 

“Oh, damn, I’m not good at this. I’m an unemployed graphic designer who lives over a warehouse with her best friend.” She held out her hands wide and shrugged. “So, yes, we probably would never mix with the same kind of people.”

“Listen, from now on, we are the same kind of people.” He took a step closer, and reached out his hand to stroke her hair back from her face. “No matter what you think, you are definitely my kind of person.”

She lifted her chin to look into his eyes: green, they were green with flecks of bronze in them and that was all she remembered as he bent his head and kissed her. Cassie had to grab hold of him, her fingers clutching at his T-shirt, while she fought to keep herself upright. Hard, when her legs were weak and she wanted to sink to her knees.

Inside her head, her bear roared passionately and gave Cassie a prod. Keep upright; don’t let go. Her bear was always good with the practical advice.

His lips were warm and sensual, and once she got over the initial feeling of being overwhelmed, she allowed the sensations to flood her body. Delicate tendrils of desire were unfurling in her stomach and extending out to awaken her arousal. As his tongue slipped along her lower lip, her excitement kicked up a notch and her sex ached for him; she wanted him to touch her, to take her. 

After all, she was his mate. At that thought, she broke the kiss, backing away.

“OK?” he asked, his eyes dilated, his face confused.

“Yes, it’s just, well, I’m not … I don’t want to … not here.” She felt stupid.

“Oh, no, of course not.” He stroked her arm, sending fresh shock waves through her body. “But you’re right, it wouldn’t take much for me to lose control around you.” He sounded disappointed, which made her happy. How bad was she?

“So what do we do?” she asked knowing how late it was, but not wanting to leave him when they had only just met.

“I am going to walk you home, like a gentleman would, and we can talk on the way. Is that OK?” 

She liked that he asked, and she liked that he was trying to be a gentleman. Oh, who was she kidding, she liked everything about him. “That would be great.”

“What are you doing up here all alone?” he asked.

“I was waiting for your reply, and when it didn’t come through, I knew I wouldn’t be able to sleep, so I told my roommate I needed to run.”

“Is your roommate one of us too?” he asked, as they began to follow the path back down the mountain, his arm around her where there was room for them to walk side by side. The rest of the time, he held her hand as if he didn’t want to let her go.

He made her feel wanted, cherished, and she squeezed his hand, wanting him to know how much she appreciated him. When he turned and smiled at her, her heart flipped. She’d got it bad, really bad.

“Yes, she is.”

“That will make things easier. I’m so pleased that you are a shifter too, it’s even better that you’re a bear shifter. I hope it means that we will understand each other a lot easier than if you were human, or any other type of animal.” They walked down the rocky path; it was a lot stonier than she remembered, probably because she’d only ever really run it as a bear. But with her hand in his, she felt safe. Whenever she slipped he caught her, although sometimes his hands went on her body to rescue her, even when there was no need. But she wasn’t going to complain.

“Yes, you’ll love Rhianna, and you’re right, I’d hate to have to go sneaking around behind her back, because that’s the thing, isn’t it, with shifters? It’s like love at first sight, and trying to explain that to someone—that would be difficult.” 

He stopped and turned, capturing her gaze once more. “Oh yes,” he said. “It is most definitely love at first sight. Intense, painful, and irresistible.”

Her insides clenched with desire, and she wondered if he might have to carry her home, since her legs didn’t want to work. Unless she wanted them wrapped around his waist, while he buried himself inside her. She took a long slow breath, in through her nose, out through her mouth. She had to get control of herself.

When they reached the outskirts of town, she led him to her apartment, noting that Rhianna must be in bed because all the lights were out. She was so tempted to ask him in; it would be so easy for them to consummate their relationship now, to fulfill the mating bond. But part of her held back: part of her didn’t want this to be too easy, and another part of her didn’t want people to talk.

Being the first successful mating of Fated and Mated was going to be hard enough, and she decided it was probably time she told him that.

“Why did you go on the site?” she asked. It seemed the best place to begin.

“I’d just had dinner with my family, Melanie was telling us all about it, she tried to get us to join. And when I got home afterwards, I thought, why not.” He shook his head. “It’s not as if I was really looking for my mate, not really searching for her, for you.” His smile brightened everything about her world. “Maybe it was fate, maybe the whole thing’s fate, not just fated mates, but the way we met and everything. I never really thought about it before, but maybe I was meant to join the site, and you were meant to see me.”

He looked away from her. She could see that he felt stupid, as if his words were too new-age or hippy-ish, for a city boy. She put her hand on his cheek. “Hey, maybe you’re right, the whole fated mate thing is a bit odd.” 

Standing on her tiptoes, she reached up and kissed him on the lips briefly. Not daring to do any more, because the feelings inside her were growing stronger. If it got any worse, he would not be going home tonight.

“Everything about us is odd. We change into bears, after all.” He sighed, stroking her cheek, down her neck and then further, touching her breasts, her nipples hardening as his thumb rubbed over the taut bud.

She groaned very quietly, but he heard. His lips met hers, and he pushed her back against the door of her apartment, his hand sliding down between their bodies, finding the heat between her legs and pressing his thumb on her clit. Cassie opened her thighs a little bit wider to allow him access. Logan moved his hands, his fingers pressing against her heated sex moving in a steady rhythm while his tongue pressed for access to her mouth.

Her arousal increased, her orgasm hovering in front of her, and she clung to him, wanting him to feel what she was feeling. Slipping her hand down over his muscular stomach, she moved lower, her fingers curling around his cock, feeling how hard he was. Up and down, she stroked him, and it was his turn to groan, his mouth sucking on her tongue, as she rolled her palm over the head of his cock.

Logan removed his hand from between her thighs and undid the zip on her jeans, moving his hand inside them and slipping her panties to one side so he could press deep inside her wet sex.

A moment of embarrassment swept over her. He would be able to tell exactly how turned on she was, and exactly how much she wanted him. But then he probably already knew how strong her need was: they were mates, it was programmed into her to want him, in every way.

This man who was bringing her to a shuddering climax was the man she was going to live with for the rest of her life; she would bear his cubs, and grow old with him. 

“Fuck,” she said, as he brought her to the brink, and pushed her over the edge, her hand squeezing him hard.

“I wish,” he whispered against her mouth, his hand out in front of him, pressing against the door to steady himself as his cock jerked in her hand. He groaned again, burying his face in her collarbone as he came in his pants.


Chapter Six – Logan

When at last, he had released all his pent-up tension, he leaned against her, both of them breathing heavily. 

“Well, good night,” she said at last. “I’ve had a lovely time.”

He laughed softly. “I cannot remember the last time I came in my pants.”

“You’re welcome.” 

“Damn it, I want you.”

“I have to go in, and I don’t want Rhianna to hear us. Logan, I think you should know, it was me who put the website together for Marjorie. So she is majorly excited about the whole thing. We are her success story.”

“OK, well, Melanie is going to be equally excited. She will be picking out wedding dresses for you; she co-owns Bear Brides. Not that I’m trying to push you into marriage,” he added hastily.

“Wow, this really is a family concern, isn’t it? I mean what are the chances of us meeting and both being connected to Fated and Mated and Bear Brides.” She looked up into his face. “Maybe we should get married as quickly as possible, because I get the feeling that until we do, we’re both going to be under quite a lot of pressure.”

“Hey,” he said, his finger going into her chin and lifting it up. He kissed her and he felt her arousal growing again. “This is our relationship, our romance, and when we’re ready we will get married, but no pressure.”

“Good night,” Cassie said, finding her key and opening the door.

“Night, Cassie,” Logan answered. “I’ll pick you up tomorrow and we’ll go on a first date.”

“So this wasn’t your idea of a first date?”

“No, although it has been fun.” He took a step back. “’Til tomorrow.”

“Tomorrow,” she repeated.

He watched as she let herself into her apartment building and then he headed back toward the mountain. He would have to retrace his steps, climb back along the path they had come down, because his car was parked on the other side. 

Looking up at the sky, he saw the moon peeking out of the clouds. It was late, he would be tired in the morning, but even if he went to bed, he didn’t think he would be able to sleep. She filled his brain, and he would have trouble concentrating on anything tomorrow, until he picked her up for dinner.

Maybe he should call in sick. Love sick, his bear said, as he reached the mountain path and began the steep climb, remembering how she had felt in his arms as they had slipped and slided down the stony path. His bear ambled along, feeling content, but that masked the feelings inside his human side, which were on edge, raw, as if he had been opened up and someone had trailed their claws along the length of his soul.

So this was what it was like, to belong to another. And he knew that he belonged to Cassie; it wasn’t a choice, it was a need.

Cresting the lower hill, he managed to increase his speed, and ran down the other side to his car, shifting as he left the trees. Then he headed home, trying to work out if he should tell everyone or not. Melanie, and his mom would be ecstatic, but Cassie was right: if they weren’t careful, their relationship would belong to everyone, and he wanted these first few special days to belong to them alone.

As he slipped into bed, he shook off his worries. This was right, this was special, and in some ways he did owe Marjorie a great deal for setting up the website, and if it could help other shifters like him, then maybe he should help promote it.

Yet as he thought of his job, and work in general, he questioned just how professional he would look as a pinup for a dating website. 

Turning over, he closed his eyes, and although the image of Cassie hovered in front of him, he did manage to sleep. Because he knew it would make the hours go by faster, and that would mean Cassie would be in his arms sooner.

 

***

 

An alarm was ringing—oh no, it was his phone. He opened his eyes and sat up, reaching for his phone while looking at his clock. It was only 7.00pm. Who would be calling him at this time unless it was an emergency? 

Melanie’s number flashed up, and he groaned: did they already know about Cassie?

“Hello,” he said, slipping out of bed and padding to the bathroom. His muscles ached from the steep mountain climb yesterday, but it was a good ache, because it reminded him of his mate and their first meeting.

“Hi, Logan, how are you?” It was Melanie’s voice, sounding strained.

“Tired,” he said, trying not too sound crabby. 

“Oh, sorry to ring you at this time. But I have something I need picking up for the baby.”

Not exactly what he had expected the call to be about. “And you want me to pick it up?”

“Do you mind? Taylor is out on a job, and I’m busy all day. I could come in after work, but I’m starting to feel tired.”

“Sure, are you OK?” he asked, suddenly concerned.

“Yes, but the baby is so close.” She sounded down, and his worry increased.

“Let me have the details. And I’ll bring it over tonight.”

“Are you sure it’s not too much trouble?” she asked. “I can ask Taylor to pick it up from you when he comes home, but it won’t be until late.”

“Of course I will, and don’t worry. I’m coming over to Bear Bluff tonight anyway.”

“Are you? I thought one visit a week back here was enough for you, Logan.”

He was silent, thinking things over, and then he decided he knew what would cheer Melanie up. “I signed up to Marjorie’s dating agency thing.”

“You did, that’s great. I really hope you find your mate, Logan, you deserve someone special.”

“Well…” he began.

“Oh, really? You’ve found someone already; the site hasn’t even launched yet!” She sounded happier, and that made Logan happy, and he hoped Cassie would forgive him if she had wanted to keep it really quiet, something he thought was impossible in Bear Bluff. “Do I know her?”

“Cassie. She’s the one creating the website.”

“Oh, I know Cassie, she’s lovely,” Melanie squealed down the phone. “I am so happy for you, you have made my day, Logan.”

“I thought it might cheer you up. Now I have to go and I’ll see you later.”

“Thank you so much,” Melanie said and then hung up.

Logan switched on the shower, although he was wide-awake now. And excited. Today was going to be an awesome day.


Chapter Seven – Cassie

She planned to go over to Marjorie’s to finish the website after lunch. But for now, she was enjoying the quiet of her apartment, cleaning the kitchen while Rhianna was at work. It was a much easier option than going out and seeing people. What if everyone knew already?

But by the time she had eaten and tidied up, she realized she couldn’t put off the inevitable. 

Walking over to Marjorie’s house, she had passed several people she knew, but none of them had pounced on her to wish her good luck in her new romance, and by the time she knocked on Marjorie’s door, she was feeling better about the whole thing.

“Cassie, thanks for coming over. I wasn’t sure if you would, or if you had arranged to meet up with Logan today.” Marjorie didn’t directly pry, but Cassie could see she was itching to know what had happened.

“We met last night,” she said casually.

Marjorie looked stunned, and then a huge smile passed over her face. “You did? Oh my, leave the website for now, I’ll make coffee and you can tell me all about it. Or shall we have wine, is it too early for wine? I feel as though we should celebrate.”

Marjorie bustled off to the kitchen and Cassie followed. “I think a nice glass of white wine would be perfect. It might calm my nerves.”

“Why are you nervous?” Marjorie asked. “He is nice, isn’t he? I thought all the family was nice.” She handed Cassie a big glass of wine, and they sat down in her warm, comfortable kitchen.

“We only talked briefly. He met me on the Bluff,” she said, taking a sip of the chilled wine.

“You went up there, last night? On your own?” Marjorie sounded appalled.

“I’m a bear, Marjorie, I don’t need a chaperone.”

“Oh, yes, I always forget you girls can take care of yourselves. So, come on, what did he say?”

“I don’t know.” She took another sip and thought over their conversation. “If I’m honest, he did more kissing than talking with his mouth.”

Marjorie nearly spilt her wine. “Oh, really? Is that how you got to know each other? You didn’t actually … well, you know. Last night, did you?”

“No, we didn’t have sex.” Cassie watched her shocked expression, and then laughed. “Although I was tempted to drag him into bed.”

Marjorie laughed. “He certainly looks virile.”

Cassie nearly sprayed her wine all over the table. “Marjorie!”

“What? I was married to a bear once. You forget I know what makes them tick.”

“I really don’t think I want to think about that.” She wiped her mouth. “But you were happy, right?”

“Oh, very. He was always so kind and attentive. I was the center of his world.” She turned to look out of the window. “I miss him. But now I want you to find out what it’s like and be happy.”

“Like Eirik is,” Cassie said.

“Like Drew and Eirik. My son and daughter-in-law are blissfully happy. And have given me babies to look after and watch grow up. I think that was what made me decide on the website, seeing them so happy. And you know I love a good wedding.”

“Don’t look at me like that, Logan already thinks Melanie will be choosing me a dress as soon as she knows. But I’m not ready for that.”

“Oh, honey, once you’ve been in his bed…” 

Cassie scrunched up her face in horror, and Marjorie laughed. “I am going to finish this website; at least then it will give you something else to think about other than my love life.”

“Would you mind? I’d like it to be up and running and have a few more people on it before we launch officially.”

“Yes, you need to be careful though,” Cassie said lightly. “If you keep getting couples together, you’ll have no one left on there, you’ve already lost nearly 20 percent of your profiles. Which reminds me, do you want me to take mine and Logan’s down?”

“No, not yet, I’d like to leave them as proof this works. Maybe that’s the next thing we need, a “taken” sign, or a “mated” sign to put on the profiles of those who are matched up.”

“I’ll leave you to think on that while I get to work.” She took her half-finished glass of wine with her, placing it down next to the keyboard, and then got to work. Cassie couldn’t help clicking onto Logan’s profile after she had completed each task; there was something about his photo that made her want to stare at him all the time.

But slowly and methodically she uploaded all the remaining profiles, and checked all the links.

“There,” she said to Marjorie. “I have uploaded all the saved profiles, they are all on the site. Now, what should happen is people upload a photo, fill in the profile, and away you go. It should do all the work, take the payments, while you sit back and just answer any questions people may have.”

“Thank you so much, Cassie.” Marjorie went to fetch her purse. “Let me give you some cash.”

“No.” Cassie suddenly didn’t want payment. “It’s enough that I’ve found Logan, I don’t need anything else.”

“But I know you’re tight for money, and it’s what we agreed.”

“That was before I found my mate. Now it doesn’t seem right.” Cassie picked up her purse, ready to leave. She wanted to go home and get ready for this evening, even if it was three hours until Logan was due.

“Cassie, please. I’d feel so much happier if you took the money. You could buy yourself a new dress or something pretty for tonight.”

“I don’t need anything pretty, and really, Marjorie, it’s just amazing what you’re doing. I never really thought about it before, but shifters really do need your help.” Cassie kissed Marjorie on the cheek and then gave her a hug. “Because I’ve lived in Bear Bluff for over six months, and I never ran into Logan, so just imagine if my mate lived on the other side of the world, I’d never know and I’d probably never find them.”

“As long as you’re sure. Thank you, Cassie.” Marjorie stepped back looking as if she had tears in her eyes. “You go and have an amazing time tonight; I want you two to be very happy.”

“I know, Marjorie, because that would be fantastic advertising for Fated and Mated.”

“It’s not just that, Cassie. You know that, don’t you?”

“Yes, I do.” Cassie headed to the door. Opening it, she breathed in the fresh air and the whole of her body buzzed with excitement. “I am so nervous.”

“You shouldn’t be nervous. He already loves you and needs you in his life.” 

Cassie smiled. “And I need him.”

With that she headed home, threading her way through the streets she knew so well, past the park and the local store, but for some reason they all looked different. They all looked new, as if she was seeing them for the first time.

When she got home Rhianna was waiting for her. “Right, Cass, you need to hop into the shower and wash your hair, and then I’m going to style it for you and do your makeup.”

“Since when have you been an expert at makeup?” Cassie asked.

“Well, I’m not an expert. But I am good at decorating cakes; there can’t be a lot of difference between the two.”

Cassie erupted into laughter, feeling light and silly. Rhianna giggled too, and Cassie could tell just how excited her best friend was that Cassie had found her mate. And yet for Cassie the whole thing held a hint of sadness. She’d been friends with Rhianna all her life, and lived with her here for six months; now all of a sudden, that part of her life could be ending, and her new life with Logan beginning.

And as she went to her room and grabbed her robe before heading to the shower, she wondered what that new life would be like. He lived in the city, a place that held no appeal to her, but would he leave his job and come back to Bear Bluff if she asked him to? Or would she have to go and live away from the mountain, away from the forests, away from all the places that she’d learned to love since moving to Bear Bluff?

In reality, she had no choice. She would live wherever he was, because they were meant to be together.

Once she was dry, with her hair piled on top of their head, and towel wrapped around it, she went to Rhianna’s room, where her best friend had set out her makeup on her dressing table. Feeling a little uncomfortable, because she didn’t really wear makeup, Cassie sat down, feeling like a doll. But she had to admit that by time Rhianna had finished she looked like a completely different woman.

Turning her head from side to side, she looked at the sophisticated hairdo that Rhianna had managed to tease her hair into. It was secured with so many pins and so much hairspray, Cassie figured that no matter what happened between her and Logan, her hair would remain in place.

And then her mind conjured up images of them rolling around in bed together, and she wondered if, tonight, she would be putting Rhianna’s hairdressing skills to the test. And whether by the morning her hair would still be up, or if Logan would have taken it down one pin at a time.

“Hey, Cass.” Rhianna placed the brush down on the dressing table. “I don’t know what you’re daydreaming about. But I think it’s time you got ready, Logan will be here in half an hour.”

Cassie jumped up and went back to her bedroom, with Rhianna following. She opened her wardrobe and looked at the clothes hanging up. In that moment she wished she had taken Marjorie’s money, and gone and bought herself something new. 

But it didn’t matter. He was hers, she was his, and no matter what she wore, that would never change.


Chapter Eight – Logan

He parked his car, and got out, walking quickly up to her door, only just stopping himself from running. Yes, he was that keen to see her again, to check she was real and he hadn’t dreamed her, or hallucinated. He took a moment to breathe, to calm himself down, before he knocked on her door.

But she had heard him, and before he raised his hand, she had pulled the door open, radiant and beautiful.

“Wow,” he said. “You look amazing.”

“Really?” She stood before him, turning from side to side, and he sensed her unease.

“Yes, you do.” 

“I didn’t know where we were going, and I don’t have a lot of clothes, so…”

“It’s perfect, you’re perfect.” He came to her and kissed her cheek.

“Told you.” A pretty young woman, about the same age as Cassie, poked her head out of a door leading off the hallway. “Hi, I’m Rhianna.”

“Hi Rhianna. Logan.” He waved.

“Oh, I know exactly who you are. And you should know that I am the person you’ll be dealing with it anything happens to Cassie.”

“Please don’t go there,” Cassie said, turning to Rhianna and giving her a warning look.

“Hey, it’s OK.” He placed a hand on her arm, and saw her reaction, as if he had shocked her. “I like that you have someone looking out for you.”

“Good answer, Logan.” Rhianna came up to Cassie and kissed her cheek. “Now, you two go and have fun. Don’t feel sorry for me, I’ll just stay here on my own.”

“Maybe you should sign up to Fated and Mated,” Cassie said. “There must be someone out there for you.”

Rhianna smiled. “Maybe I will. That way when they do their official launch, I’ll be already on there for a nice, rich, handsome shifter to see.”

“I like that you aim high, Rhianna.” Cassie turned and hugged her and whispered, “Wish me luck.” Logan was sure he wasn’t supposed to hear it, but he did; Cassie really was nervous. Was he such a scary old bear?

“OK, so you have a choice,” he said as they made their way out to the car, while Rhianna stood in the doorway, watching and waving them goodbye.

“A choice about what?” she asked, slipping into the passenger seat of his car, giving him a flash of her lovely curvy thighs as her dress rode up. 

She pulled it down, looking demure, but he could still feel the heat of her lips on his, their intense first meeting branded on his brain, and he thought he should add another choice, back to my place, but he didn’t, instead he asked, “Do you want to stay in Bear Bluff? Or we could drive over to Bear Creek?”

“Or we could go somewhere where no one knows us,” she said, and he grinned.

“My thoughts exactly. I’m all for promoting online shifter dating, but not tonight. I want this to be just you and me.”

“I like the idea of that.” She put her seat belt on and settled down in her seat, and he couldn’t help but lean across and kiss her. 

Cassie turned her head, her hand going to the nape of his neck, stroking his hair, sending shivers along his spine, which instantly made his cock harden. His place should definitely have been one of those choices. She kissed his lips, sighing contentedly as he pushed his tongue into her mouth and gently entwined it with hers. He wanted to touch her breasts, to rip the fabric from her body, but he knew there was a good chance Rhianna was still watching them from the doorway.

Like a cold bucket of water had been poured over his head he pulled back from Cassie and said, “Shall we go?”

“I think that might be a good idea.” She sat back and adjusted her clothing, and he could see the flush of her cheeks, telling him she was as aroused as he was. But he had promised her dinner; sex could wait for later.

His bear wasn’t quite so sure.

“Do you mind if we drop by Melanie’s first? She asked me to collect something for her, for the baby. Taylor is out of town on a delivery run and wouldn’t be back until late, so I said I would pick it up.” He cast her a sidelong glance. “Is that OK? I can be very quick.”

“That’s fine. I can’t imagine how hard it must be for her when the baby is so close. I’m not good at waiting.”

His mind filled with images of a heavily pregnant Cassie, and the two of them waiting for their baby to be born while stuck in his apartment in the city. It was no place for a bear cub to grow up. He looked up at the Bluff towering above them and remembered the days he’d romped all over there with his brothers.

It was early days, but Logan understood that finding his mate was about to upset his world entirely. He had been married to his job, a job he loved, but now changes were happening and he had to change too.

“Here we are,” he said, and pulled up outside the cabin Taylor shared with Melanie. “I won’t be a second.”

“I’ll come too. Look, I can see you’re worried about Melanie, so let’s both say hello, and then we can go for dinner.”

As they got out of the car, he pulled her into his arms. “I think I’m the luckiest person alive, to have a woman like you.”

She kissed him, pressing her body against his. “I’m not so sure, I think I got a pretty sweet deal too.”

 


Chapter Nine – Cassie

When Melanie opened the door, she looked exhausted. “Oh, thank you, Logan, there was a mixup with the first crib, and I was beginning to panic that the baby would be born before the correct one arrived.”

“No problem, we thought we would come in and say hello,” Logan said. “I’d like to introduce you to my mate.”

“Cassie, it’s so good to meet you properly. I’m so thrilled you’ve landed a good man.” It was obvious just how much Melanie loved Logan, and that made her feel happier than she could imagine. To hear someone else tell her he was amazing, backed up her own rather biased feelings.

She suspected having a mate made you see them with rose-tinted spectacles, rather than as the person that they really were. Not that she doubted for a minute that Logan was a good person, but they had only just met and it was nice to see her first impressions backed up by Melanie.

“Hi, Melanie, wow, are you pregnant,” Cassie said. “Well, what I mean is, you sure look as if you’ve got a big baby in there.” Cassie wasn’t really sure what you were supposed to say to pregnant women, and she hoped she hadn’t upset Melanie.

“I certainly am. I can’t wait to move onto the next stage; it’s time this baby came out, and said hello to the wonderful world.” Melanie rubbed her hand over her stomach as if she was lovingly stroking the child within.

“Don’t say that too loudly, not when Taylor is out of town. I know he’d be mortified if he missed you giving birth. I never knew my brother could be quite so excited about something other than food.” Logan smiled and put his arm around Melanie. “Is there anything we can do? Have you eaten?”

“I was just cooking something now. Well, if I can summon the energy.” She smiled weakly, trying to put a brave face on it, but even Cassie, who didn’t know her well, could see it was forced.

“Why don’t we prepare you something? Or we could order in, can’t we, Logan?” Cassie wondered if she had said the wrong thing, she knew Logan wanted them to go out to dinner and spend some time alone, but she hated leaving Melanie.

Logan turned to Cassie with something in his eyes that she couldn’t quite fathom, and she began to wonder if she really had said the wrong thing.

“No, no, please. You two were going on your date.” Melanie looked awkward.

“We can date any time, can’t we, Logan?” Cassie looked up at Logan, searching for an answer in his face.

“Are you really sure, Cassie?” Logan asked. “Although I must admit, I’d feel much happier if we stayed here with you, Melanie. Or do you want to call Mom?”

“I’m sure by now even your mom’s had enough of me,” Melanie smiled. “I’ve never felt quite so needy in all my life. I hope once the baby comes I’ll get back to my normal self.”

“This is your first child, Melanie, and you’re part of our family, so you know that we’re all there for you. Especially Mom, who is probably as impatient as you are, for this new bear cub to enter the world.”

“I think that’s the thing,” Melanie said. “Your mom is so anxious that if she sees me like this, so worried and on edge, she’ll worry even more. And I really don’t want that.”

“That settles it, then. We’ll order in, if that’s okay, Logan, because then there won’t even be any washing-up to do.”

“I like a woman who knows how to be in charge,” Logan said. “I also like a woman with compassion. And I think that’s you, Cassie.”

Cassie blushed, feeling impossibly self-conscious as both Logan and Melanie looked at her. But she liked the way he spoke about her; she felt as if she had passed some kind of test, as if she had proved that she could fit into his family, and that meant more to her than she ever thought it would.

“I really don’t mind what we eat,” Melanie said. “But don’t you have dinner reservations?”

“No, we were trying to decide where to go. We were heading to the city, to stay under the radar.” Logan added, “Why don’t we let the pregnant lady choose what she’d like to eat?”

“No, let Cassie choose,” Melanie said.

“No, I insist,” Cassie said and laughed. “As long as it’s not something weird, you know, not a strange pregnancy craving.”

“OK. Deal. Thank you both.” Melanie looked on the verge of tears again. Her emotions were all over the place, and Cassie was glad they were staying. “I’ll see if I’ve got any menus.”

Melanie headed toward the kitchen, and Cassie moved to follow, but Logan stopped her, kissing her neck, and whispering in her ear. “Thank you. I would never have asked for you to give up our first date, but I know I would have worried about Melanie if she was alone. As soon as Taylor gets back, we’ll leave.”

“And do what?” she asked, turning so her lips were so close to his, she could feel their touch as she spoke.

“I thought maybe a trip to the city might be a good idea.” His voice was strained as he tried to control himself.

“We’ll have already eaten,” she whispered in her most seductive tone.

“I know, but there are other things we could do.” He slid his hand down her back and over her bottom, giving it a squeeze. “Other ways to entertain ourselves.”

She ducked her head down, knowing her face would be bright red, but heat crept through her body, and she leaned into him, nipping his earlobe with her teeth. 

“Damn it, I might have to excuse myself and visit the bathroom,” he said, adjusting his pants. She looked down to see his pants stretched across his obviously hard cock.

“I don’t know; I like seeing you uncomfortable.” She placed her hand on him and squeezed.

He groaned, his lips on her neck, and then they jumped apart as Melanie said, “How about Indian?”

“Isn’t hot and spicy supposed to bring on contractions?” Logan asked.

“Maybe that won’t be a bad thing? What do you two fancy?” she asked.

“Bear,” Cassie whispered in his ear, and then turned to walk to the kitchen, making sure he got to look at the way her bottom wiggled as she walked, and she was sure he made a sound like a strangled animal.

Logan’s voice called, “You two decide, I need the bathroom.”

Cassie smiled, her eye meeting Melanie’s, and they giggled. It was good to see her looking happier.

“He’s met his match in you, hasn’t he?” Melanie asked.

“Has he?” she asked, not sure what Melanie meant. “Is that good or bad?”

“Oh, most definitely good. He’s a successful man, and he needs a strong woman.”

“I might be strong, but I don’t match his success,” she said.

“Yet. He’s a couple of years older than you, give yourself a break.”

“The only thing that worries me is where we’ll live. I’ve never wanted to live in the city, yet it’s where Logan works; he has his career there.”

“He’ll commute if he has to.”

They heard Logan coming downstairs, and Melanie looked up and said, “You know, I could murder a burger, and ice cream.”

“Not in the same mouthful, I hope,” Logan said, coming into the kitchen, looking cool and calm. 

Pity, Cassie thought. She liked it when he was hot and bothered.

“No, Logan, that is not what I meant.” Melanie produced a menu. “Wait until Cassie is carrying your child, then you’ll know what it’s like.”

Logan’s eyes flicked across to meet Cassie’s, and a deep understanding passed between them, and their bears. She felt her animal side stir as Melanie’s words sunk in. This man in front of her was the going to be the father of her child, and it was weird knowing this, that they were fulfilling their fates, even though they had not made love. Yet.

And in his eyes, he told her he would always be willing to get up at stupid o’clock in the morning, to go and buy her whatever she craved. 

But Cassie knew the most intense craving she would ever have was for Logan.

 


Chapter Ten – Logan

“The night is still young, and tomorrow is Saturday, so I don’t have to get up early for work,” he said as they left Melanie’s house. Taylor had come home, tired, and relieved to find Logan and Cassie there. He had been worried about his wife being home alone.

 “What did you have in mind?” she asked, as he opened her car door for her.

He slipped his arm around her waist, and pulled her close. “I don’t know, this whole making babies thing seems to be a good idea.”

She wrapped her arms around his neck and kissed him, before saying, “If you had asked me two days ago, I would have said that having children was the furthest thing from my mind, but now…”

“I know, it’s like that’s the most important thing in the world, putting a child in your belly.” He stroked his hand over her stomach, and then went lower, the lightest of touches across her clit, but she felt it, and reacted by pressing her hips forward.

“Get in the car,” he said, and held her hand as she climbed into the passenger seat. “I think I’m going to have to watch myself or else I’m going to break all the speed limits trying to get home fast.”

She sat in silence as he got in the car, the reality of what would happen when they went back to his place affecting both of them, his nerves making his hands sweat and his body shiver, as if he had a fever. Always sure of himself and his physical prowess, he was suddenly unnerved: what if she was disappointed in him? 

Oh no, he shouldn’t think like that, it might leave him unable to perform; too much stress could do that to a man. And if his brothers found out they would tease him terribly. But then Cassie leaned over and her hand touched his thigh, and he immediately hardened. His pants stretched across his cock. 

“Are you OK to drive?” she asked, her voice breathy.

“Yes.” He drove out on to the road and headed toward his apartment, the twenty-minute drive the longest in his life. “I’m still getting used to this … us.”

“Well, we have our whole lives to get used to it, and anyway, I’m kind of glad it feels awkward. I mean, it’s nice knowing that we are going to be together, and that I’m not going to wake up one day to a phone call or a text telling me you’ve dumped me, but I like a little excitement—isn’t that what falling in love is all about?”

“I think I’ve already fallen,” he said, feeling like a real sap.

She laughed. “You haven’t seen me in the morning, or had to listen to me whining.”

“That’s part of the package, and I’ll take the rough with the smooth.” And right now he’d like to be very rough, his thoughts consumed with how he’d like to pull the car over and take her on the hood of his car, or in the backseat, with her on all fours. 

She smiled and looked out of the window. “I’ll remind you of that when I’m fifty and you’re a henpecked husband.”

“I look forward to knowing you when we are old and grey, and our kids are all grown up. Because even then I’ll still want you.”

She blushed. He could see the rise of color in her cheeks as they entered the city, and he took a right turn, heading to his apartment, hoping the neighbors had their TVs on loud, so they wouldn’t hear him roaring out her name as he came inside her.

“Here we are,” he said, when he had parked the car under his building. He got out, went around to her side, and opened her door, offering her his hand. She took it, their eyes meeting as a flash of recognition ignited between them, and they headed toward the elevator, pressing the button to call it down.

“How long have you lived here?” she asked, looking around.

“I’ve lived here for five years now. I like it, it’s central for work.”

“Is that why you left Bear Bluff?” she asked.

He thought about it for a moment. All of his family still lived in the small town where he grew up, but he had felt as if he had outgrown it when he got a job in the city. “When you come from a big family, you sometimes feel as if that’s where you begin and end. I wanted to find out who I was, what made me tick.”

“And you like it here?” she asked, as they got in and he pressed the button to take them up to his floor.

“I do.” He cocked his head and looked at her, wondering why she was asking, and then he realized he knew nothing about her, or her life before they met. “And you? You haven’t always lived in Bear Bluff, have you? I can’t believe we’ve never met if you have.”

“No.” She shook her head. “My family come from the north, where the mountain ranges are much higher. My father is a ranger, my brothers too, and I wanted something different.”

“So you studied to be a web designer.”

“Yes, and then moved to Bear Bluff, which is where Rhianna’s family lived years ago; she has an uncle here.” She laughed. “For me, Bear Bluff is like a busy metropolis compared to where I was brought up. While for you, it’s a backwater town.”

“So the city doesn’t appeal to you?” The elevator doors pinged open, and he took her hand, leading her down a corridor and then to the door of his apartment.

“Not really, but you appeal to me, Logan, and wherever you are, that is where I belong.”

He held her tight in his arms and kissed her. She threaded her hands around his neck and kissed him back. Somehow he got the key out of his pocket and into the lock. When he opened the door, they spilled into his apartment.

He made straight for the bedroom. The grand tour could wait until after he had claimed his mate. 


Chapter Eleven – Cassie

She had taken ages deciding on her outfit for tonight, but it was gone in seconds as Logan stripped her bare. His hands and his mouth seemed to be everywhere, worshipping her body as he kissed her and stroked her skin.

In return she fumbled with his buttons, getting in a knot with his belt, but finally managed to strip his clothes off him and gaze at his wonderful body.

“Not bad for a city boy,” she said, stroking her fingertips along his washboard stomach, her nails grazing it just enough to make him tense. “I always pictured myself with an outdoor bear. Rugged, and tough.”

He picked her up, her legs going around his waist as he moved back toward the bed. “I’ll show you rugged, and rough,” he ground out, before lowering his head and capturing her mouth.

They landed on the bed, and he hovered over her body. She thought he was going to enter her then, but instead, he kissed her neck, and then down lower, his mouth capturing her nipples, sucking them and licking them while she writhed beneath him. She was so wet, her sex dripping with need, but he didn’t enter her, instead, he continued his downward exploration, until his breath caressed her clit.

The first flick of his tongue over her sensitive bud caused stars to explode in the mind. She gripped the sheets and held her breath, waiting in anticipation for his next move, and when it came, she raised her knees, offering herself to him.

In and out, he probed her heated sex with his tongue, pushing deep and then flicking his tongue back over her clit. In a steady rhythm he kept up the pressure as her orgasm rose to meet her.

And just when she teetered on the brink, his teeth grazed her clit, and he pushed two fingers inside her, making her world explode. He sucked and licked, draining every last bit of her climax from her body, until she lay gasping for air, her mind a jumble of feelings and emotions.

“So how does this city boy measure up now?” he asked kissing his way back up her body.

“Oh, not so bad, I guess. Although I haven’t experienced him completely yet,” she said, teasing him, her fingers stroking his back.

She felt him laugh, his body against hers as he continued his upward journey. Between her thighs, heat pooled once more, and she wanted him inside her, to feel him stretch her with his wonderful, hard cock.

Logan had the same idea and he shifted his weight, resting on one elbow, and then guided himself into her. In one long, hard lunge, he filled her, leaving her gasping. Then, just as she got used to the invasion, he pulled out, only to repeat his hard thrust. 

She put her hands on his shoulders, stroking his smooth skin as he moved in and out of her, impaling her on his thick cock before pulling back out. Once more, she felt her orgasm building and his body tensed, telling her he was on the verge of coming too. Lifting her legs, she wrapped them around him and spurred him on; she wanted him to come hard, to feel what she felt, to empty himself into her sex.

Her bear roared. This was her mate, they were meant to have children together, to raise cubs, but not here, not in a concrete mountain.

But those thoughts were pushed aside when he came, jerking hard into her, and her sex gripped him tightly, pulsing around him as she followed him over the edge into oblivion. Logan cried out, a roar of possession, and that made her orgasm harder. She was his, this was their mating, and they would be stronger now, the bond complete at last.

Scooping her up into his arms, they lay together in his bed, and for the first time she looked around his apartment. It was a typical bachelor pad, nothing to tell her about this man; it contrasted starkly with the place she shared with Rhianna, which was filled with photographs and trinkets from their lives and travels.

And that led her to her other worry: what would Rhianna do without her? They managed the apartment together, although Cassie couldn’t stretch to half the rent as yet. The few small jobs she had were not enough to live on, but her work was getting more recognition; and when Fated and Mated was launched, she was hoping it would give her some visibility, and so more work.

“What are you thinking?” he asked, his hand stroking her upper arm, sending thrills through her body. Already she was on the verge of wanting him again.

She didn’t want to spoil the moment by talking about the practicalities of their relationship. Tonight was not for the logistics of where they were going to live and what they were going to do for the rest of their lives. Tonight was a celebration of their first union.

“That it’s funny how things work out. If Marjorie hadn’t offered me the job of designing her website, I would never have joined and never have seen you, and never known my mate was so close.” 

“Fate,” he stated. “The website is fantastic, is that what you are going to pursue?”

“What, apart from having your cubs?” she asked lightly.

“Well, I like a woman who wants a career too. Surely you could work from home?” He kissed her shoulder—it was as if he couldn’t keep his hands and mouth off her, and she shivered deliciously.

“I could, if I had the right equipment. My laptop has definitely seen better days.” 

“I could buy you what you need,” he said, and she surprised herself with her reaction.

“No, that wouldn’t be right.”

“Why, because you hardly know me?” he laughed. “We’re in this together, Cassie, don’t forget that. So if there is something you need, then tell me.”

She moved away from him and sat up, her breasts covered by the sheets, but when she looked down at him, and the honesty in his face, she didn’t protest his offer; instead, she said, “Well, there is one thing.”

“Anything.”

She bent forward and whispered in his ear, feeling his breath quicken and his body tense. Backing away, Cassie watched the look of desire spread across his face, and smiled. “I take it that is a yes, then.”

He sat up, pulling her close, his lips on hers. Then he guided her to sit in his lap, her legs astride him. “I want you to have whatever you need, Cassie.”

She lifted herself up, and felt the press of his cock against her outer lips as he guided himself toward her sex. Then, closing her eyes as she moved, she let herself slip down onto his hard cock, feeling him enter her, stretch her, and fill her, very, very slowly.

Placing her hands on his shoulders to steady herself, she allowed herself to experience every movement, every moment of friction between their bodies. Logan stroked her breasts, and then leaned forward, sucking one nipple into his mouth, his tongue rolling around it. Her hips bucked, and her sex clamped tighter around his cock, causing him to moan against her skin.

Logan placed his hands on her hips, and lifted himself off the bed, to thrust up into her. At the same time, Cassie circled her hips, stretching her sex, while trying to keep a steady rhythm of rising up and down on his cock. 

Everything came together at once, all the emotions and sensations finally pushing her over the edge. Throwing her head back, she cried out, her voice high as her orgasm swept over her. Logan began to jab his hips up and down, burying his cock deep inside her.

A warmth spread through her, and his seed spurted out from his cock, filling her. Slowly, her orgasm subsided, and she slowed her rhythm, but even when she stopped moving she sat with him still deep inside her, while they kissed, slowly, passionately, his tongue tasting her, stroking her lower lip, while her breathing returned to normal.

“That was amazing,” he said, pushing her long honey-blonde hair back from her face.

“It was, wasn’t it? As if we are made for each other.”

“Hmm,” he murmured. “A perfect fit.”

Later, they slipped under the covers and he held her close until they both fell asleep, Cassie listening to the sounds outside as she slowly slipped into a dream where she was pushing their baby in a stroller, when all of a sudden he sneezed and turned into a bear cub.

She looked up into the startled faces of passersby, having no explanation for why she had a baby bear with her. And even though she knew that would never happen, because children weren’t able to shift until they hit puberty, it still convinced her the city was no place for a child.

But would Logan ever see it that way? Could she ever convince him to move back to Bear Bluff?

 


Chapter Twelve – Logan

“I thought I’d go and buy us some breakfast. There’s a lovely bakery around the corner that has some amazing fresh pastries every morning.”

“So that’s why you like living in the city,” she said, rolling over and watching him pull on his clothes. 

He looked back at her. “It might be one of the reasons.”

“I’ll come with you.” She swung her legs over the side of the bed and got up, heading to the bathroom.

“No, really, stay there. I want to come back and find you in bed waiting for me.” He came over to her and kissed her. “Because right after we’ve eaten, I plan to take advantage of you again.”

“Do you?” She kissed him. “I like the sound of that.”

Logan was just thinking he might put off breakfast and take Cassie back to bed when his phone rang. He broke their kiss, looking over to where it lay beside the bed, buzzing insistently, but then he took her in his arms once more. “They can wait.”

“What if it’s about Melanie and the baby?” she asked.

“You’re right.” He broke away from her and went to pick up his phone. “It’s work.”

“You should answer it while I go to the bathroom.”

“Are you sure?” He felt uneasy because there was no reason his boss would call him on a Saturday unless it was an emergency. And if it was an emergency, he would probably be expected to go in. “Hello.”

“Logan, hello, I hope you aren’t busy, but the client who you were preparing the presentation for has to go back to China tomorrow, so your presentation has been brought forward to today. I know you said you were prepared; I hope that was true.”

“Yes, the presentation is ready, but I’m kind of busy.” He thought of Cassie, and how he would hate to leave her now to go into work. It wasn’t unusual for him to go in on a Saturday, but did it have to be this Saturday?

“Well, this should take priority over everything. You know I have you in mind to be a partner in three years’ time. So whatever you decide, I’d like you to bear that in mind.”

Why did it feel as if he were being blackmailed in some way?

“I realize that, sir.” Although he was listening, inside his head, his bear was causing a distraction: did they really want to abandon their mate and go into the office?”

“So I’ll see you in an hour.” It wasn’t a question; it was a statement of fact.

“An hour.” Logan ended the call, and stood wondering what he should do? An hour only gave him enough time to shower and dress, and then gather his things up and get to the office, which was a ten-minute walk.

“Everything OK?” Cassie asked, coming out of the bathroom looking luscious, and his bear moaned plaintively. This was where they belonged. With their mate.

“It was my boss; the presentation I have been working on has been moved forward.”

“Is that good?” she asked, and then looked at him properly, and he could see she read his expression.

“I’ll be gone for a couple of hours, three at the most.” He hated this, hated the look of disappointment that crossed her face but was ironed out so quickly it was as if it had never been there.

“Sure. Look, you go. This must be important if your boss has called you in on a Saturday, or is that normal?” She smiled but her eyes showed him her true feelings, and his heart ached; he wanted to stay here, but his job was important, more now that he could have a family to support. He wanted to be a provider so that Cassie and his cubs wouldn’t want for anything.

“When I get back we’ll go for lunch. Help yourself to anything you need.” He headed for the shower, giving her a swift kiss on the forehead, as he began to mentally prepare what he had to say to the investors. This was big for his career; the last few months he had been gearing up to this kind of proposal, and he knew his boss was not lying when he said that Logan could very well be looking at a partnership offer in three years’ time.

When he came back out, she was dressed, which disappointed him no end, and was in the kitchen making coffee. “Do you have time for a cup?”

He shook his head. “I’ll grab something on the way.”

“Maybe I could walk with you?” she asked.

“No, stay here, I’d worry about you getting lost or something.” He came to her, kissed her again, and then grabbed his laptop and keys, shouting, “See you later” as he left.

Down the stairs, out onto the street, he ran across the road, and then walked quickly to the building where he spent so much of his life. He took the elevator to the fifteenth floor, and by the time he stepped out, he was in professional mode, although his bear nagged at his brain, telling him they shouldn’t be here, shouldn’t have left Cassie alone. 

“Ah, Logan, so glad you made it. Mr. Zhou has been delayed, he will be another hour, but if you want to set up in the conference room, it’s ready.” His boss, billionaire David Hargreaves, led the way. “I knew I could count on you. Being single has its perks.”

“I’m not single anymore,” Logan said, quickly, and then wondered if he should have. David turned to look at him, his expression masked.

“Really? Is it serious?” 

“Very,” Logan said, placing his laptop down on the table, and setting it to link with the display on the wall.

“Interesting.” David sat down, studying Logan.

Logan turned around, and in that instant, he knew that his bear wasn’t the only one who was thinking there was a choice to be made here. David Hargreaves had never been married, didn’t know what it was like to have a woman waiting for him at home. But then neither did Logan until now.

As he made sure the program was going to run smoothly, he thought of Melanie at home alone last night, waiting for Taylor to come home, and he pictured Cassie sitting all alone in his apartment while he worked long hours in the office.

His bear finally nudged him, and everything clicked into place. Logan’s life as he knew it was over. He had to find a way to forge a new life, one that would make Cassie and his family top priority.

Logan turned back to his work and calmly went through the motions, knowing this was possibly going to be the last presentation he ever made here in the bank he loved so much.

 


Chapter Thirteen – Cassie

Deflated, she took her coffee and went to into his living room. It was minimalistic in so many ways, everything neat and tidy, and no personal effects out. Only in his small office, which was more of an alcove, were there pictures of his family, his mom and dad and his brothers all crowded around, laughing and joking with him. As she looked, she smiled, and wondered if this was what their life would be like, or would it be stark and bland like his living room?

These two rooms showed the two sides of Logan, but there was only one side she wanted. Money and material things didn’t mean too much to her. She had grown up on the side of a mountain, her dad working to keep everyone safe, bears and other shifters, along with humans. But he had always found the time to do stuff with his kids, swimming in mountain streams so cold they took your breath away and made your legs go numb.

And picnicking on high peaks, having climbed up there as a bear, with the picnic basket strapped to his back. She smiled, recalling those memories: they were what made her who she was. And a small trickle of homesickness began to spill out of her heart. She felt alone for the first time since she had left, which was ridiculous, because she had found her mate; she should feel complete.

The phone rang, and she went to look at who it was on the caller ID. It flashed up, Logan cell. She picked it up. “Hello.”

“Hi, Cassie, look, the meeting is delayed. I’m going to be longer than I thought.” He sounded anxious.

“OK, take your time. I’ll see you later.” 

“Are you sure? Please, help yourself to whatever you want, watch TV, there’s bound to be something you like on cable.”

“I’ll amuse myself, don’t worry.”

“OK. If you’re sure.”

“I am.” She hung up, and then felt tears prick her eyes. She loved him, she wanted him, but she could not see this being her life. Going to the window, she looked out to see the sun shining, and the mountains called her home.

Gathering up her things, she checked her purse to see if she had enough money for bus fare, and then she wrote a note, telling Logan where she had gone. Then she left, navigating the stairs and then the busy roads, having to stop and ask several people the way to the bus depot. 

Once there, she was told which bus to take, and only when the bus pulled off, did she relax. This city was not for her. She needed the wide-open places and so did their child, but how was she ever supposed to convince Logan of that, Logan who had made the decision to leave Bear Bluff and forge his own life in the city?

It would be different if she had a job, something to offer him, a way to support them, but she didn’t. To him, moving back to Bear Bluff would seem unreasonable. But he could commute, surely.

All of these arguments roamed through her head. By the time she met up with him later, if he came to see her, after she had run out on him like this, she wanted to have a coherent plan in place as to what they would do.

Cassie got off the bus before it reached Bear Bluff, and thanked the driver. Then she headed toward the lower slopes of the foothills, and walked, walked as a human until her feet ached, and she was sure she had torn her dress, but she needed the time to clear her head.

When at last she reached her home, she let herself in to be cocooned by the welcoming smell of Rhianna’s baking. “Oh, here she is,” her best friend said, turning to see Cassie in the kitchen doorway. “No need to ask where you’ve been.”

But as Cassie felt her face crumple, Rhianna dumped her baking tray on the side and hurried to hug her friend, letting her cry, before she asked what was wrong.

“He went to work.”

“Oh honey, on a Saturday. At least he brought you home.”

“I had to take the bus.”

“What? He dumped you!”

“No, he told me to stay in his apartment, and help myself to whatever I want. But that’s not the life I want, not the life I dreamed of. I know we moved here because home was too quiet, but the city will suffocate me.”

“If you tell him, he’ll understand.”

“But he moved there because he felt stifled by Bear Bluff.”

“Then you will have to find a compromise. You’re meant to be together, so there has to be one.”

Cassie sat down on one of the kitchen stools, while Rhianna cut her a large piece of cake and made her a cup of tea. “Here, this will cheer you up. Apple and cinnamon.”

“Thanks,” Cassie sniffed. “And what about you?”

“What about me?” Rhianna asked, sitting next to her and tucking into her own slice of cake.

“Well, where will you live?”

“I was talking to my boss today—I went in for the morning baking— and she said the apartment over the shop would be empty in a month or so, and I was welcome to it.” She put a hand on Cassie’s shoulder. “So don’t worry about me. This is about you and your happiness.”

“Well, I’m going to get changed into something more comfortable, and then I’m going to have one more slice of your cake.” She got up, hugged Rhianna, and went out of the room, saying, “I’ll figure it out, I’m just overwhelmed, it all happened so fast. This mating bond sounds like an easy option, but in some ways it’s not.”

As she headed to her room, she wondered if the dating website was such a good idea; she also knew that as things stood, Cassie and Logan were not exactly the best advertisement for Internet dating either.

Eventually, she came back to the kitchen, having showered, and washed her hair, wearing loose pants and a T-shirt. Helping Rhianna tidy up, she managed to feel normal again, pushing her thoughts about Logan to the back of her mind. Until there was a knock at the door. Her senses instantly seemed to know who was there, and she said to Rhianna, “I’ll answer it.”

“Are you sure? And look, if you want to talk, I’ll make myself scarce.”

“No, I’d like to go for a walk, show him what he’s missing being shut in the city.”

Opening the front door, seeing him standing there, took her breath away. “Here, these are for you, to say I’m sorry.” He thrust a bunch of roses at her, their scent heavenly.

“Thank you,” she said. “You don’t have to look as if you are going to your own funeral.” She went to him and kissed his cheek. “But I think we need to talk.”

“Yes, we do.” 

“Wait here.” She went back inside and put the flowers in water, not wanting him to come in, in case Rhianna said something to him to make matters worse. 

“Everything OK? Oh, he bought you flowers, so he gets brownie points for that.” Rhianna looked carefully at Cassie. “But they don’t mean you have to let this go.”

“I know, Rhianna.” She hugged her friend, and then left, calling, “Bye.”

Her heart was racing as she reached Logan, and she slipped into his waiting arms. “Sorry I ran out on you.”

“It’s OK. Really, I understand. I shouldn’t have left, but up until now, work has been my priority.” He sighed and then kissed her, making her body come alive, and she knew whatever happened, they would get through it together. 

“It would be so much easier if we had met and got to know each other. But we’re like two strangers, trying to make our lives fit together,” she said as he released her and she took his hand, leading him toward the Bluff.

“This is exciting, though, and unusual, but we have to find a way for our lives to fit together.”

“Do you think we can? We seem to be opposites.”

“Then we change.”

“The thing is, Logan, there is no way I can live in the city.” There, she had said it.

“No way at all?” he asked, and her heart dropped in her chest, weighing her down.

She shook her head. “No.”

“Well, we’ll have to look at alternatives. Because I don’t want to commute.”

She felt even more miserable. And she was just about to tell him there had to be some compromise from him, when his phone rang. Her anger bubbled up inside her when he looked at it, and then answered, listening for a moment before saying, “I’ll be right there.”

Crossing her arms over her chest, she was about to let him have it. After all he had said, his work had called and now he was going to leave her again! Yet instead he looked up, slightly dazed, and said, “That was Taylor. Melanie is having her baby.”

“Now?” Cassie said excitedly.

“As we speak.” He looked at her and asked earnestly, “I know we are in the middle of something, but do you mind?”

She smiled widely. “Of course not, as long as I can come too.”

 


Chapter Fourteen – Logan

They raced to the hospital. There they met up with what seemed like half of Bear Bluff, including all of Logan’s family, all waiting for the birth of a new shifter baby.

“Mom, Dad, this is Cassie.” Logan introduced her to his parents, making her feel nervous, and thrilled. 

“I hope you and Logan will be happy,” his mom said. “Well, I know you will be.”

“I hope so,” Cassie said, and Logan tightened his arm around her shoulders, squeezing gently.

“Of course you will, and just think, it might be you next: a baby on the way, us all here waiting nervously.”

“It would be nice, but Logan doesn’t live in Bear Bluff, so I guess when we have kids they’ll be born in the city.” She didn’t mean her voice to sound quite so sad.

“I don’t live here yet,” Logan said quietly. 

His mom looked up at Logan, sharing Cassie’s hope, “Are you thinking of moving back here? You know it would be wonderful if you did. But it’s up to you two, of course.” She looked from Logan to Cassie and then added, “You two should talk about this together.”

Cassie didn’t speak while his mom moved off to talk to Stu, one of Logan’s other brothers. But once they were alone, she said, “Do you mean it?”

“I’ll have to give it a lot of thought, and plan out exactly what we are going to do, but yes. I always had my eye on being a partner in the company where I work, but I can’t see that happening, not when we could have a young family in the near future.”

“So you are going to leave your job?” Cassie asked, hope in her voice, but also fear. She wasn’t earning enough to support them, and it might take Logan some time to find a new job.

“Yes, or ask if I can work from home, it would mean a pay cut, and maybe I would have to travel into the city once a week. But after today, seeing my boss, I know if I carry on as I am, and aim for a partnership, I’m going to be expected there more and more. The hours will just be antisocial, which was fine until I met you.”

He put his arms around her and pulled her close. 

“Are you disappointed? That we met now?” she said.

“No, never. My work filled a gap in my life. That gap is now filled by you and the family I hope we will be blessed with soon. Seeing Melanie waiting for Taylor last night, and then having to leave you this morning, it set my priorities in order.”

“I’m so pleased.” She kissed him. “But what if they won’t let you work from home?”

“I have a chunk of cash saved up, and I thought that maybe we could go into business together. You know that website you designed for Fated and Mated is great; you have a flair for design, so I thought I could manage the business side of it, while you worked on the designs.”

“But I don’t have any clients.” 

“I know a lot of people in business. I can drum some up, and then word of mouth will help your reputation spread and grow.”

“Don’t you have it all planned out!” She looked happy, and he knew then he had done the right thing. He didn’t want to be the kind of husband, or father, who was never at home.

“I want us to be happy, Cassie. And this seems like the right thing to do. When we have a child, I want him, or her, to grow up surrounded by family, and with Melanie and Taylor having their first child now, our child will have a cousin to romp around with.”

“We have to conceive a child first,” she said.

Logan whispered in her ear, “I’m all for practicing as much as you want.”

She blushed, wondering if anyone else had heard, but when she looked up, Taylor was coming toward them and everyone’s attention was on him.

“Well?” his mom asked, and they all crowded round.

“A baby boy.” He looked shocked, especially when everyone tried to congratulate him at once.

“Are they both OK?” Logan asked.

“Yes, both are fine, give us a couple of minutes and you can all come in and say hello. Dr. Ben says you need to be quick, though, so Melanie can get some rest.” He beamed and Logan felt a small pang of longing; he wished it was him and Cassie having their first child, but they had to get married first. Which reminded him.

“Cassie, before we go in, I have something for you.” He held her back as the others walked toward the room where Melanie and the baby were. Then he went down on one knee and said, “Cassie, will you marry me?”

She gasped. “So soon!”

“I didn’t think there was any point waiting, not to propose anyway. I want you to be my wife, even if we have to wait a while before the wedding.”

“Of course the answer is yes.” He pushed the ring onto her finger, and then stood up, kissing her lips, and holding her close, part of him scared she would disappear again. She had no idea how shocked he had been to get back from the office to find her gone. His immediate thought was that he had blown his chances with her, a thing his bear set him straight on.

But he knew, as his bear had tried to tell him, that they needed to work out a way of being together, and it hadn’t taken much for him to understand that.

Anyway, in truth he and his bear had missed Bear Bluff more than they would ever admit to his family. Maybe he had been too pigheaded to come home. Now though, he had an excuse, in the form of his lovely mate, whom he would follow anywhere in this world—or the next.

 


Chapter Fifteen – Cassie

“I’m so nervous,” Cassie said as she smoothed the skirt of her dress down.

“Don’t be, you look amazing.” Rhianna went around her, checking everything was in place.

“It suits you perfectly,” Melanie said, “Now, I’m going to go to the church and tell that man of yours you are on your way. And check Taylor is looking after the baby.”

“Ok, and thank you so much, Melanie. The dress is beautiful.” Cassie looked down at the delicate detail on the bodice of her dress that flattered her figure, and then spun around, just to feel the full skirt swish around her, making her feel like a fairy-tale princess.

“You are welcome, Cassie, I can’t wait for you to be an official member of the family.” She gave Cassie a careful hug and then left.

Cassie took a deep breath, and let it go. Then she said, “I don’t think I’d feel so bad if it was just family and friends, but with the extra photographer, and I’m sure I heard Marjorie mention something about a film crew, I’m scared. What if I trip over and it ends up on one of those video sites where everyone can laugh at me again and again.”

“Not happening. Now put a smile on your face, and sell Fated and Mated. The more people who look at the site, the more people will join, and you will be famous as the person who put the whole thing together and made it work.”

“I hope so, I could do with some more clients. I’m only happy Bear Brides has given us such a good deal, and Chloe has outdone herself with the wedding planning. I don’t know how I would have fit it all in between the house move and setting up websites for the new clients Logan found for me.”

“It’s all turned out beautifully,” Rhianna said.

“Especially the cake.” Cassie took hold of Rhianna’s hand to stop her fussing. “Thank you. It’s amazing, I never knew you had such a delicate hand.”

“Yes, it’s not often you could call me delicate, is it?” she said, and then her eyes went misty, and she turned to look away.

“What’s wrong?” Cassie asked.

“I’m just so pleased for you, but promise me that even when you are an old married woman with ten cubs running around, you won’t forget me and sometimes we’ll run over the mountains together like we did when we were younger.”

Cassie pulled her into a tight hug, not caring if her dress got crumpled and said, “You know I’ll always run with you. Those memories are some of my happiest, the way we used to chase my brothers and frighten off anything they were hunting.”

“Yes, I’m pleased they all came. Someone else is minding the mountain for a few days, I guess.”

“They drafted in a couple of old retired rangers, not that I think they complained, but even so, my dad and brothers probably can’t wait to get back. Jay and Tad hate to let things slip.”

In truth, Cassie had been so very pleased when her whole family could come to the wedding, especially since it was kind of short notice, but a wedding was a wedding, and her brothers had probably turned up just so they could fill Logan in on just what a handful his new wife was. She had always gone out of her way to annoy her brothers at every opportunity.

Isn’t that what sisters were for? However, they all knew they could count on each other, and loved each other so much.

“OK. You can’t put this off any longer,” Rhianna said.

Cassie breathed deeply. “I’m OK now. I want to marry Logan more than anything, so let’s go.”

They went downstairs arm in arm, to find her dad waiting for her, alongside Marjorie. “How do I look?”

“Perfect,” her dad said, choked up at the sight of her. “Logan is a lucky man.”

“Don’t worry,” Rhianna told him. “We’ve made sure he knows it, haven’t we, Marjorie?”

“We certainly have. Now, I’m going to leave with Rhianna and then you follow; we’ll see you at the church.”

“Bye, and thank you, Marjorie.”

“For what, honey?” Marjorie said, turning back to her.

“The website, for taking the plunge with your idea.”

“Oh, Cassie, even if you are the only one to ever find a mate on there, it’s been worth it.” Marjorie turned to look at Rhianna. “Although I have my heart set on getting this one sorted too.”

“Sorted? You make me sound like a messy closet.” 

“Not today, Rhianna, you look beautiful too. Maybe Mr. Right will be at the wedding, and as the maid of honor, you’re bound to catch someone’s eye.”

Rhianna frowned, and Cassie giggled nervously, but Marjorie was right, it would be wonderful for Rhianna to find the man of her dreams too. Cassie would never have thought it before, because she had always valued her independence, but now, she wished everyone felt the same way as she did.

The drive through Bear Bluff to the church took five long minutes, but finally she was there, ready to marry her bear.

“Well.” Her dad took her arm and patted her hand. “Let’s go, your mom will be waiting and fussing if we’re not there on time, and I’m sure Logan wants to get this over with.”

“Thanks,” she teased.

“You know what I mean. It’s tough standing and waiting for your bride to walk down the aisle.”

“At least he doesn’t have to walk down the aisle in these shoes. I’m still worried I’m going to fall over.”

“Not when I have hold of you, Cassie.” Her dad smiled and then kissed her cheek. “Be happy, my beautiful daughter.”

“I will, Dad.”

And when she saw Logan waiting for her, she knew this would be the happiest day of her life, but that the rest of their lives would be filled with love and laughter.

Walking down the aisle, she looked at all the happy faces staring back at her, seeing their smiles, and her heart filled to bursting. Even the cameras, taking pictures of the first Fated and Mated happy ever after, didn’t faze her. She wanted to tell the world to get on the website and find their mate, so they could be as happy as she was.

When she reached the front, her mom was there, sitting next to her brothers, a tissue already dabbing her eyes. And then her father was passing her hand over to Logan, giving her to the man who already owned her heart.

Then next part was surreal. They promised each other they would be faithful and true, like all couples do, yet there was more; it was in his eyes, and Cassie only hoped he could read the same message in hers.

“I do.” Those two words sealed their bond, the rings on their fingers a token of the life they would share together. And then he kissed her. For the first time that day their lips met; they were husband and wife, and as his lips moved against hers, it seemed as if the flowers were more vibrant and the music playing was sweeter.

 

***

 

“I thought I would never want today to end,” she said, as she waited for him to open the door of their hotel room.

“But you do now?” he asked, looking at her over his shoulder.

“The public part.” She blushed, knowing she probably looked bright red next to the white of her dress. “But the private part, that’s the bit I want now.”

He chuckled, and finally opened the door, turning to her and saying, “I know it’s not the threshold.” But still he picked her up and carried her into the hotel room, placing her on her feet by the side of the bed.

“Right, where do I start?”

“My dress, it has a bodice.” She indicated the back, where it was laced up.

“Oh, I’ve been noticing that bodice all day and wondering when I was going to be able to free your luscious breasts. Or should I say my luscious breasts, now you’re mine officially.” His fingers trembled as he tried to hurry. She believed him, and that turned her on, knowing that her man, her husband, wanted her that much.

At last her dress slid to the floor, and he groaned, turning her to face him. “This is all that stands between you and what you want, Logan.” She ran her fingers across the swell of her breasts, touching the lacy bra covering her pale skin.

“Then let’s get it off.” His hands, sure of themselves now, unclasped her bra, and he groaned as her breasts were freed. But he didn’t instantly touch them. It was as though he needed a moment to gain control of himself, and he licked his lips as if concentrating.

Cassie took this moment to tease him, her hands sliding up the length of his cock, and then tugging on his belt. Eager to see him naked, his pants to dropped to the floor, and then she stroked his hard cock, feeling him tense.

Logan almost ripped his shirt off, only undoing as many buttons as were necessary to drag it over his head. Now it was her turn to stare. He seemed to grow more perfect the more she saw him, and tonight was no exception. Taut muscles under tanned skin: there was no way he could pass for a simple city worker, and she wondered how many women he had turned down in his life. Or how many women he had taken to his bed.

She let that go. They were all in his past, and this was their future.

Sucking her breasts, his tongue lapped at her nipple, making them taut, the sensations connecting to her clit, and she ached for him. It was as if the whole day had been a buildup to this moment. She had subconsciously anticipated it, waited for it, with many stolen glances passing between them, promising it.

Now they were here, and he said, “Damn it, wife, I have to have you.”

He lifted her up and placed her on the bed, his body covering hers, and he guided himself into her. A moment of hesitation as he rubbed the head of his cock along the length of her sex, lubricating it, and then he lunged forward, filling her sex, impaling her on his cock, before pulling back out.

She placed her hands on his butt, and dug her nails into his flesh, encouraging him to fill her again. He obliged, taking her hard, circling his hips to stretch her, as he moved in and out. Her orgasm came rapidly, but at the moment it was about to take over her, he stopped, pulling out of her, leaving her hanging on a thin thread of need.

Her eyes flew to his, and she saw the twinkle in his dark mischievous eyes. 

“Are you playing with me?” she asked sweetly.

“I might be. Or maybe I want to prolong this moment.”

“I want you to make me come, Logan, the ache is unbearable.”

She kissed his nipples, her teeth taking hold of them and tugging them until he gasped. At the same time, she shifted her position and her hand cupped his balls, fondling them, until he said, “Not fair.”

“Then fuck me, Logan. Make me come.”

He entered her, and her sex yielded to the onslaught as he rammed in and out of her, hard, fast, and then he came, his seed spurting into her, the steady pulse setting off a chain reaction inside her.

Logan cried out her name and emptied his essence into her, and she hoped that this would be the night she conceived their child. That this was the night their lives became a little bit more perfect, if that was possible. 

Because for Cassie, this was the most perfect moment at the end of the most perfect day.

 

 


Chapter Sixteen – Logan

The sun was only just rising as he woke, and he lay for a moment, thinking of the day ahead. He had to get up, shower and then head into work early; he had a presentation at nine, and he had to get prepared.

Then the rise and fall of Cassie’s chest grounded him. That was his old life, this was his new one, and this new life meant he could spend an extra half hour in bed, and then maybe make love to his wife. He smiled, propping himself up on one elbow, to watch her. She looked tired, and he decided that maybe he would get up and make breakfast, and leave her to sleep.

Feet over the side of the bed, he reached for a T-shirt, and pulled it on before going to the closet and getting out a clean pair of jeans. This beat a suit any day of the week. Standing, he walked quietly out, and headed down the hallway and into the next room.

“So you’re awake too, Jack,” he said quietly, and went to the crib where his son was lying, his eyes unfocused as they tried to make out the face of his father.

Logan bent down and lifted him up, wrapping him in a blanket against the chill morning air, and taking him downstairs to the kitchen. 

“Let’s make Mommy some breakfast, shall we, and then she can feed you.” He managed to hold his son in one arm, balanced on his hip, while accomplishing the task of a tray of tea and toast. “Right, now we have to work out how we are going to get you and Mommy’s breakfast back upstairs.”

But as he said that, he looked up to see his wife standing in the doorway, looking radiant. “What are my two favorite men doing?”

She came in, opening her arms, and he passed her the baby. “We were trying to spoil you.”

Kissing him on the cheek, she said, “You already do.” She kissed Jack, and then said, “Shall we eat outside? It’s a bit cold, but I want to look at the forest while we eat, and I feed Jack.”

“Sure.” It was her favorite place since they had moved back to Bear Bluff over nine months ago, and he couldn’t blame her: it was the most amazing way to wake up.

“I thought we could go over the day ahead too. I have a virtual meeting at ten, and then I have about four hours of work to do.”

He came and put his arms around his small family, and sighed, “It’s so much better when a business meeting doesn’t involve leaving the house.”

“No regrets?” she asked.

“None. Ever.” And they headed outside to eat, and enjoy the clean mountain air. 

And it all started when I put my picture on Fated and Mated, he thought, and hoped that by now there were many other people who had found the same happiness as he had.
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