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Furever Mine

Iris Balfour

Georgette Stephens can’t forget the sexy stranger she stumbled on during a mountain hike. Shaken to the core by his mesmerizing gaze, she escaped without learning his name. When he shows up at the company where she works, she can’t deny the deep and decidedly unprofessional connection she feels toward him. But she’s been hurt before by trusting too easily.

Bancroft “Bear” Bruin, the chief of the Northern California bear shifters, is jubilant that his mate has finally walked into his life. He didn’t expect her to be human, but he won’t let that stand in his way. She’s his mate, and he will have her — no matter how hard he has to work to gain her trust.
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Chapter 1


[image: ]


Georgette

I was huffing a little as we climbed the last steep stretch of trail. We’d left the trees behind and the sun blazed overhead. But the discomfort was worth it when we got to the summit. On the other side of the valley, the Sierra Nevada was outlined in front of us, crisp and seemingly within arm’s reach. Below us the winding river crashed over rocks. The fine spray glittered in the sunlight.

“Look!” I clutched Becky’s arm. “A grizzly!”

“Grizzlies are extinct in California,” she said matter-of-factly. A biologist for Fish and Wildlife, she ought to know.

But she followed my pointing finger to the huge tawny bear poised on the river’s edge. As we watched, it dove into the water. When it returned to its rocky perch, it was carrying a fish in its mouth.

“It does have a hump,” she admitted. “If it actually is a grizzly, that’s big news.” Slipping her daypack off her shoulders, she rummaged through it.

The bear dove a second time. This time when it came out, it shook the water from its fur. Diamond-bright water drops flew in all directions. Picking up the first fish, the bear trotted up a trail and out of sight through a stand of sugar pine.

Becky hurriedly clicked her phone camera. “Damn! Missed it.”

“It was probably just a really big black bear,” I consoled her.

“True.” She grinned at me. “But it would have been fun to get the guys at work stirred up.”

That was Becky. We’d been friends forever, and I’d lost count of the scrapes she’d gotten us into. She was always the one who came up with the ideas, and my specialty was talking us out of trouble afterward. My smooth tongue served me pretty well in my public affairs job.

We enjoyed the view a few minutes longer before hiking down the switchbacks on the summit’s other side. The grade wasn’t nearly as steep as on the way up, and we chattered as we went.

“I might be getting a transfer,” Becky said.

“Is that good or bad?”

“I’m not sure yet. I like the people I work with. It’s just I’ve been in the same place so long.”

“Five years is a long time?”

“Well, for me. Anyway, I haven’t decided whether to take it yet. What about you? Have you told Roland it’s over yet?”

Pretending not to hear her, I took a giant breath. The air did smell wonderful. “Doesn’t the scent of pine make you wish you could quit your job to be a hermit in a little wooden cabin?”

“Didn’t work out so good for Kaczynski.”

“He was crazy.”

“I’d be crazy too. I love the outdoors, but I need my city.”

We tromped along on the trail. When it narrowed, I went in front. A patch of ferns hugged the trail on one side. I navigated past the hanging fronds, careful not to bend them, and came to a fork in the trail. A short post pocked with nail holes stood between the branching trails.

“Which way now?” I asked.

“What does the marker say?”

“Nothing.”

She came alongside me. “It can’t say nothing.”

“You’re trampling Mother Nature. Back on the trail, you.”

She rolled her eyes before studying the ground beneath the post and around the nearby sections of trail. With the toe of her boot she pried a flat piece of wood from a pile of leaves. “Here’s one marker. But it doesn’t have an arrow.”

“Bruin Trail,” I read aloud. “That doesn’t sound familiar.”

“No,” she agreed.

We scoured the ground for another marker, but soon gave up.

“Let’s just go,” Becky said.

“Sounds good to me,” I said. “If it’s the wrong trail, we can just come back.”

I led the way along the left-hand trail. It continued downward for about half a mile before leveling off and exiting the trees into a small meadow.

Stopping, I reached for my water bottle and drank as I admired the blue lupine and golden poppies. Grasshoppers buzzed in the high grasses.

We followed the trail through the meadow and a fragrant grove of pines to a large clearing. In the center of the clearing was a cabin.

No, not a cabin, a lodge. Built on a foundation of river rock with granite piers, it rose two stories plus an attic. A steep tile roof topped walls covered in herringbone shingles. A covered porch ran the whole width of the front. To one side and slightly behind was a matching two-story structure with a paneled wooden garage door.

“Oh my god, how adorable.” Becky ran lightly up the granite steps to the porch. Cupping her hands around her eyes, she peered in one of the tall windows next to the door.

“Becky!” I warned in a low voice from the foot of the steps. “There might be someone inside.”

“You’ve got to see this,” she enthused. “It’s abso—”

The door crashed open. “Are you lost?” boomed a male voice.

Becky and I both jumped.

A bear of a man stood there. A handsome bear of a man. He was tall and broad, with intelligent eyes and a strong nose over a thicket of tawny beard. His arms beneath the short sleeves rippled with muscle.

He frowned at Becky.

“I’m so sorry.” Becky smiled, tilting her head just a tiny bit. That always got guys’ attention, if they weren’t interested already.

And they usually were, because Becky was gorgeous. Tall and slim with generous breasts. Check. Long curly hair floating over her shoulders like a cloud. Check. Sherry-brown eyes with thick lashes. Check. Glowing café au lait skin. Check.

I was the plump friend who always got overlooked. I was pretty enough for a big girl, but next to Becky I faded to invisibility. Guys just didn’t see me.

“Your cabin is so cute, I had to peek—”

His gaze flicked past her, and locked on me.

I stared back, trapped in his gaze. His amber eyes mesmerized me. Without intending to I found myself climbing the steps toward him.

“—didn’t think there would be anyone here—” Becky babbled on.

I stepped onto the porch before my senses came back to me. Gripping the handrail, I forced myself to stop. I didn’t know this man. Whatever his pull was, I couldn’t give in to it.

“Who are you?” he demanded.

My mouth moved, but no sound came out. I took a deep breath to steady myself. Clutching the handrail tighter, I shoved my other hand in my pocket so he couldn’t see my trembling. He was so very big and so very masculine, and something about him called to me, and that—that intense power scared the crap out of me.

Becky’s apology stuttered to a stop when she saw my predicament. Linking her arm with mine, she eased me down the steps.

“So sorry, sir!” she said with artificial gaiety. “We’re leaving now.”

He let us go without another word, but I could feel his eyes burning a hole in my back as we hurried back along the path. For some reason I thought he might follow us, but that was just vanity on my part. He watched us leave from the edge of his porch. Then he went back inside and with crisp finality shut his door.

“Whew!” Becky said when we were out of sight of the lodge. She looked at me sidelong. “Some weirdo, huh?”

I made a production of uncapping my water bottle and taking a long drink.

“Handsome, though,” she continued. “And he was quite taken with you.”

I laughed shakily. “Obsessed is more like it. Hope he’s not the next Unabomber.”

But in my heart, I couldn’t believe he was crazy, and somehow it felt disloyal to make fun of him. He looked past Becky. That had never happened before. There had been guys who quickly realized Becky was out of their league and latched on to me instead. But this guy was in Becky’s league, and he wasn’t interested in her.

“Nice cabin, though.”

“Yeah,” I responded, and Becky let the subject drop.

Bear

I let my mate walk away from me.

Every instinct urged me to race after her. She had felt the pull. Her eyes showed it. Her body showed it.

Her mind resisted.

She was human. I would have to woo her mind before I could claim her.

I made sure the stove was off. My fish would be cold when I got back. I bared my teeth in a smile. There would be other fish.

There was only one mate.

Quickly I stripped, stepped onto the back porch, and shifted.

I followed them, stopping where the trail forked. The sign was down again. I’d have to fix it if I didn’t want more visitors.

But I thanked the accident that had led my mate to me.

My mate.

A glow warmed my heart. For so long I’d been yearning for her. I’d come to believe it wasn’t to be. She was human, true, but I could accept that failing. I would be strong for her, and I would protect our cubs. A heat rose in my belly at thought of making cubs with her, but I set the thought aside for later.

Sniffing, I found the direction my mate had taken. Her scent was intoxicating. Mine, mine, mine. The knowledge thrummed through my whole being.

When her scent grew very strong, I slipped off the trail into the brush. Birds foraging on the ground flew up as I passed. Squirrels scrabbled up trunks and rabbits dashed away. Silly creatures, they held no interest for me. Only my mate was important.

I followed her to an asphalt parking lot, where she and her companion got into a car. I memorized the license plate number.

My mate. My heart sang.

I would see my mate soon, and this time she would not resist me.
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