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Justin

You'd think that with a backstory like mine, the idea of taking a mate is unbelievable. 

You'd be right.

The only reason I'm agreeing to this entire "mates" thing is so that my mother gets off my back, my shareholders are happy, and I continue moving forward in my career. I'm the face of a multi-billion dollar company. I don't need any scandals in my midst.

––––––––
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REBECCA

The offer is for one year. One year of pretending to be this guy's mate, and then we can have a quiet divorce. He just needs his shareholders off of his back, and me? Well, I'd like to not starve to death.

Only, there's more than meets the eye when it comes to Justin. He might have money and brains and incredibly good looks, but there's a secret that lurks behind those beautiful eyes.

And I intend to find out what it is.

THE POLAR BEAR'S FAKE MATE is the first book in SHIFTERS OF RAWR COUNTY: a new shifter series from Sophie Stern. There is no cheating and a guaranteed HEA for our happy couple.

For my Jack Cat

Author’s note: this story takes place in Rawr County, Colorado. While this is sadly a fictional location, my love of the mountains is anything but fictional. I had the incredible chance to live in Colorado for a few years with my husband and we spent many hours driving through the mountains, listening to music, and just enjoying ourselves. It’s my hope that this story will make you laugh, make you gasp, and hopefully, make you forget about life’s troubles for a little while. Now, put on some music and turn the page so we can begin our adventure...
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Justin

“THIS SOUNDS LIKE AN ultimatum,” I said to my mother.

“That’s because it is,” she spoke quietly, pushing the paper in my general direction. She didn’t need to. I could read it perfectly well from my seat at the conference room table. I didn’t need her finely painted nails shoving the paper even closer to me. I stared at the stupid thing with disdain. Surely, she couldn’t be serious.

Only, I knew even as I looked at the document and then back up at my mother that this was going to happen. Whether I wanted to deal with it or not was irrelevant. My mother’s wishes were crystal clear.

“Why now?” I asked quietly, but I didn’t need to. I already knew the answer, after all. Our company’s shareholders were displeased. They didn’t like the idea that the man in charge of the company – the face of the company, if you will – was a bit of a playboy.

Okay, a lot of a playboy. 

The problem I had with the entire situation was that I wasn’t. I didn’t have a lot of time for dating, partying, or fun in general. While I may have been extroverted and wild in my youth, I wasn’t that way anymore. Now, I was almost hyper-focused on work, which meant that the shareholders didn’t need to worry. Only, they did. 

“You know why,” she said. Mother looked at me like she pitied me, and I kind of hated that. I was 32. I was old enough to decide whether I wanted to get married or not, yet she was looking at me like I was some sad, lost puppy who had just gotten kicked.

“The shareholders meeting,” I muttered, frowning.

Of course, that was it. Our shareholders were older, conservative adults who liked the traditional things in life. They couldn’t bear the thought of someone wanting to unwind a little or have a little fun. They also couldn’t accept the idea that a young, professional adult might want to go get laid from time to time.

“They saw the pictures,” she said. “It doesn’t look good for business.”

Of course, there were pictures.

Weren’t there always?

The problem was that I hadn’t done anything wrong. I was never the person in the pictures, but nobody seemed to believe that. The entire “once a playboy, always a playboy” idea was something nobody was ready to give up. 

“The pictures were faked,” I told my mother for what felt like the thousandth time. They were always faked. Someone who looked very much like me had gone on a wild partying spree. We both knew the pictures in question this time weren’t even remotely accurate because the person in them had been drinking cherry vodka, and as my mother knew, I was violently allergic to cherries.

“I know that,” she said, “but they don’t.”

Of course, the shareholders didn’t know about my severe allergy. No one did.

For some reason, my mother had felt it necessary to hide my allergies from the world. As a child, she’d been worried about me being treated differently. As an adult, she worried that revealing my secret would mean someone could hurt me or the company.

She’d been doing this dance of secrecy for so long that it now felt almost impossible to reveal the truth. The problem was that if anyone happened to discover my inability to consume cherries or cherry flavoring, they could potentially use that against me. My mother was rightfully worried about someone poisoning me and trying to take over the business.

I understood that, logically, but in a case like this, I felt like revealing the truth could be beneficial. Explaining to the people invested in the company that I took the future of my father’s legacy seriously could alter their perception of me for the better. 

“Look, Rawr County needs you,” my mother told me. “This company needs you.”

“I think this is bullshit,” I pointed out. “We can just release my medical records,” I said. “We can release them and let the world know. There’s not much of a reason to keep them secret anymore.”

“Please,” she shook her head. She was never going to budge. Not on this, anyway, and I knew why. 

My mother didn’t want me to be seen as weak. Even though humans knew about shifters and we didn’t exactly live off in the woods, the reality was that humans were very, very scared of shifters. A CEO shifter was a scary thing. A shifter with allergies was even worse.

“Mom, don’t you think it’s time?” I raised an eyebrow, staring at her. This was something we’d kept secret for years, after all. In my opinion, it was time to just let people know who – and what – I was. Most of the shifters in Rawr County knew that I was able to transform myself into a polar bear, but somehow, sharing the fact that I had allergies seemed much more personal.

My mother looked at me sadly, and that was when I realized there was something else, something that she hadn’t told me. I realized that this entire meeting with her was about more than the shareholders. There was something else that had her worked up.

“Mom?” I reached my hand out to hers, ignoring the paper that sat on the table between us. For the first time since my father passed away, my mother didn’t seem completely put-together. In fact, she seemed a little scared.

“It’s the cancer,” she said quietly. “It’s back.”

There were very few moments in my life where I felt like everything stood still, but that was one of those moments. It was like my entire world paused, everything went silent, and I couldn’t move or breathe. I must have heard her incorrectly because this couldn’t be right. There was absolutely no chance that this could be right.

“No,” I whispered. “It’s gone. It’s gone. They said it wasn’t going to come back.”

She shrugged and pulled her hand away. Digging around in her tiny Coach purse, she pulled out an actual handkerchief and dabbed at her eyes. Ever a lady, she somehow managed to do this without smearing her makeup even slightly.

“I don’t have a lot of time,” she said, placing her hands down in her lap. I was stunned with how normal she looked all of a sudden, how frail. My mother was many things, but never weak. “Please, Justin. Please do this for me.”

I stared at her. So, this was it, was it? I had quite a decision to make, and it wasn’t exactly going to be an easy one. She wasn’t just asking me to keep my allergy a secret, but do some damage control for the company. She was asking me to take a bride to prove that I could be responsible and contained. 

Would I do this for my mother?

Would I marry some random woman if it meant giving the company new life?

Would I marry someone so that my mother could see my wedding – albeit a fake one – before she passed away?

When I looked at the woman who had given birth to me, the woman who had always been there for me my entire life, I realized that there was only one possible answer. She had looked after me, guarding me, for what seemed like an eternity. After my father passed away, she’d worked even harder to make sure that the company ran smoothly until I was able to take it over. We’d had plenty of help along the way. My assistant, Phil, had been incredible. Our marketing director, Heather, had been a huge support. My mom, however, had been the rock we all stood on throughout that entire time.

So, could I do it?

Yeah.

I’d do it.

I’d do anything for my mom.

“Of course,” I whispered, nodding. “Of course.” 

My mother let out a huge sigh of relief. I could instantly see her entire body relax. She’d been worried, apparently, but she didn’t need to be. I wasn’t always the best son. I knew that. I also wasn’t the type of person who was going to slack out of responsibilities just because I didn’t feel like I needed to obey some set of unwritten rules.

“Thank you,” she whispered.

I nodded. I reached for my mom’s hand and gripped it. I didn’t get up and walk around to hug her. We were in a conference room that had clear glass walls, and anyone could see. If I were to get up and hug my mom, someone would know there was a problem, and this entire situation was all about resolving problems – not making bigger ones. 

“Anything for you,” I told her.

“We need to make a plan,” she said, and I was slightly surprised she didn’t already have something in mind.

“A plan?”

“For finding you a mate.” 

“Ah.”

So, it was happening now. It was happening like, right now. My mother had decided that I needed to find someone to marry ASAP, and it was literally going to happen right now. All of a sudden, I was going from being a bachelor to getting ready to plan a wedding, and I didn’t even have a girl in mind. 

“What do we need to do?” I asked. The sooner we got started, the better. I wasn’t sure how long it would take whoever was faking pictures of me to stop, but hopefully, once the board of directors and the shareholders alike began to see me being calm and directed with a fiancé on my arm, they’d calm down immensely. At the very least, it was going to help my mother feel like she could depend on me to do anything for the company.

“You aren’t going to fight me on this?”

“No, I am not going to fight you on this.”

“I’m surprised,” she eyed me suspiciously. I deserved that, I supposed. I was generally much feistier when it came to stating my demands and opinions. Rarely did I ever give in like I was today. My inability to change my mind seemed to cause me problems in my personal life, but in the business world, it meant I was determined and dependable: a man of my word. 

“Mom, let’s just get this started. I’m sure you’ve thought of everything.”

She always did. That was one of the best things about her. Rita Honey wasn’t afraid to go all out when it came to planning. That was probably the biggest reason our company had succeeded for as long as it had. She and my father started the Honey Bear Software company when I was just a baby. Neither one of them could have possibly imagined that it would grow to be as big as it was. 

After my dad passed away, my mom took over the company, and after college, I joined her. She stepped back a few years ago when she was diagnosed with cancer for the first time, and I was pretty much the face of the company now. Only, I couldn’t imagine life without her. I couldn’t imagine a world that didn’t have my mom in it.

“I may have considered a few options,” she said quietly. I was sure that she had. Most people don’t just wake up one day and propose that their child go pretend to love someone. In general, parents tended to discourage lying. My parent was trying to convince me that it was the only thing to do.

“So, I’m not sure how to do this discreetly,” I told her. “I assume that discretion is going to be key here.” When I dated, I always kept things low-key and simple. My mom was now trying to arrange an entire marriage, though, and while I would obviously be seen in public and go to special events with the woman I chose, I didn’t need people suspecting that our relationship was anything less than totally committed.

“Absolutely,” she nodded. “We don’t want anyone to suspect, even for a moment, that this marriage is a sham.”

“Of course not,” I said drily. 

If that happened, the entire thing would fall apart, wouldn’t it? The goal was for the world to see me and my bride together, view us as a happy couple, and stop paying attention to any sensationalized media coverage regarding us. They needed to know we were “real,” so they couldn’t believe, even for a second, that we had met under less than favorable circumstances.

“I made a list of ways we can vet potential women,” my mother told me. She handed me another piece of paper, and I fought to keep from rolling my eyes. The initial “get married or get out of the company” document she’d given me was one thing, but this felt like something else entirely.

“Is it really secure to be writing this down?”

“It’ll do for now. We’ll shred this before we leave,” she said, nodding her head toward a shredder that sat in the corner of the room. Most of the time, I used it for getting rid of silly documents that weren’t needed after a discussion amongst other employees.

“Fine,” I nodded, and I started reading over the ideas.

It seemed as though my mother had thought of everything. She was well aware that the woman we selected would need to be someone who could be discreet. The person would have to agree to date me for a very, very brief amount of time, attend events with me during our engagement, have a highly publicized wedding, and then stay married – albeit quietly – for at least one year.

After a year had passed, we could quietly separate, and then after another year, we could legally divorce. She would receive a hefty payment at the time of our divorce, as well as a very generous allowance each month that would provide for her clothing, makeup, hair, and personal needs.
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