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  About This Book


Christmas is a time for family, love, and...men who turn into animals? 

The shifter town of Greysden is gearing up for the holidays and some of its sexiest residents are finally finding their true mates. When human women meet growly alpha males, there's going to be a little culture shock. Finding out shapeshifters exist is one thing, falling in love at first sight is another! The road to love isn't easy, but with a little help from fate and some nosy small-town matchmakers, there's a guaranteed happily ever after for these fated mates.

"Holidays with the Shifters" includes five steamy instalove holiday novellas, including:
	Santa's Claws

	Bear Humbug

	Jingle Bear

	Silver Paws

	Joy to the Wolf



Each book in this small-town paranormal romance anthology features a midlife couple over age thirty-five, strong independent women, wolves, and bears with hearts of gold, a little bit of humor, and lots of Christmas cheer. Get your copy today!






  
  Sign Up for Rose Bak's Newsletter


Want more more midlife romance stories? Join Rose Bak’s mailing list at https://books.authorrosebak.com/Getaway
Subscribers will receive a free book and be the first to hear about all the latest releases, freebies, and special sales.
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  About This Book


This year Santa is getting a Christmas present…a brand new mate! 
Tony is transitioning back to civilian life after twenty years in the military and trying to figure out his next steps. When his mom signs him up to play Santa at Greysden's annual holiday festival, he's not happy about it.  After so many years away from his family, he's lost his love of the holiday, and the last thing the grumpy wolf wants to do is spread Christmas cheer.
Marissa just moved to town, looking for a fresh start to heal her broken heart.  When a growly Santa tracks her down and says he's her fated mate, she wonders if he's got some kind of brain injury.  Humans don't turn into wolves, right? Even crazier…falling in love with someone she just met.  But is it real? Or just a Christmas romance?
About the "Holidays with the Shifters" series:  The shifter town of Greysden is gearing up for the holidays and some of its sexiest residents are finally finding their true mates. The road to love isn't easy, but with a little help from fate and some nosy small-town matchmakers, there's a guaranteed happily ever after. If you love short and steamy standalone romances with curvy women and growly shifter men who fall fast and hard, this is the holiday series for you.  
Get your copy of this instalove Christmas romance today!
This book includes a special preview of “Wolf Doctor”, part of the Magical World of Greysden






  
  Dedication


For everyone who believes in love at first sight – or love at first bite. 






  
  Tony


“Isigned you up to play Santa next week.” 
I choked on my coffee at my mother’s words.  “What now?”
“You’re playing Santa at the Greysden annual Holiday Festival.  The usual Santa had to go out of town at the last minute, so I told them you would be happy to fill in so the children wouldn’t be disappointed.”
Yep, that still didn’t make sense.  I walked over to refill my coffee cup and give myself a moment to think before I responded.
“I’m not doing that, Ma. Forget it.” 
The sweet little woman who gave birth to me smacked me on the back of my head.  Hard.
“Don’t you talk back to me, Anthony Dean Capetti.  It’s already been decided.  Your costume is in the hall closet.  They’ll be expecting you at the Greysden Community Center tomorrow at noon.  It’s noon to eight for five days, plus the lighting of the Christmas tree in the town square Friday night.”
“I hate Christmas.”
“Exactly.  That’s why you have to do it.”
“Huh?”
“You need to get your Christmas spirit back, and this will help you do that.  And it’s a damn sight better than you moping around here like you’ve done for the last month.”
“Moping?” I asked incredulously.  “You’ve had me working on one project or another the entire time I’ve been here. I haven’t had time to mope.”
“You’re staying here rent free,” she reminded me.
I stifled a growl of annoyance. 
“That’s because you insisted, Ma.  I was going to stay with one of my brothers, but you were all like, oh Anthony,” I made my voice higher, imitating her.  “You need your mother to help you transition back to civilian life, and I’ve missed you so much and I want you to stay with me so I can cook for you.”
“That’s all true, and it’s also true that you’ve been mopey and at loose ends since you got discharged from the Army.  Playing Santa will be good for you. It will help you remember how much fun Christmas was when you were a kid. I don’t know what happened to make you hate Christmas but seeing the excitement of kids on the holiday will be good for you.” 
“What happened is I’ve spent the last twenty years in the middle of the desert fighting for our country, including every single Christmas since I enlisted. It’s hard to be excited about Christmas after all the things I’ve seen.”  
I flashed on all the sad and joyless holidays that I had spent in the Middle East, eating reconstituted food rations, and opening holiday care packages from strangers.  It had been as depressing as hell.
But now I was done with my service and ready to start my civilian life.  I’d been lucky to get through so many years in the military without any major injuries, and now that I was eligible to retire with a military pension, I figured I should stop pushing my luck. 
I just needed to figure out what my new civilian life would look like.  I figured I would probably take the exam after the holidays to join either the sheriff department or fire department, depending on who was hiring.  I had the skills for both, thanks to my time in the military, and I also had a veteran’s preference for hiring.  Active jobs like that would help me keep my wolf calm as well.  He was used to constant exercise after all those years in the Army; an office job would drive him feral in a week.
We need a mate now that we’re home, my wolf reminded me.  And pups.
My wolf was right.  It was time to settle down. I was almost forty and I needed to find a nice wolf to settle down with. Or any shifter really. I might not have found a fated mate, but I was sure I could find someone to build a nice life with here in Greysden.  The truth was, I’d always wanted a home and family like my parents had.
“Well now you can fight for the spirit of Christmas instead of fighting for your country,” my mother informed me in that way she had that I knew meant it was useless to argue with her. “Don’t worry, I’ll be there helping you.”
I looked at her cautiously.  “What do you mean?”
“I volunteered to be one of your elves.”
“Jesus fucking Christ.”
A tiny hand smacked me on the back of the head again.  For such a little thing she packed quite a wallop.  Damn shifter strength. 
“Don’t swear in my house, young man.”
No amount of grumbling, negotiation, or pleading could sway my mother when she made up her mind about something, which is how I wound up walking into the Greysden Community Center the next day, dressed in a ratty old Santa suit that smelled like mothballs, and a scratchy synthetic white beard.  
For her part, my mother was dressed in festive patterned tights, a long green tunic, a matching green hat, and shoes with jingle bells on them.  She looked super cute, I had to admit, but only to myself.  God knows I didn’t want to encourage her. Like a lot of people in Greysden, she tended to go overboard about the holidays.
I looked around the community center, and I was flooded with memories of Christmas as a pup.  My parents had always brought me and my brothers here for all five days of the festival and we’d looked forward to it all year.
“Hey there big guy, welcome back.”  
I accepted a hug from Gina Grey, one of the festival organizers.  She had been about five years ahead of me in school when we were growing up, and she had babysat for me and my brothers a few times when she was in high school.  
“Thanks Gina, you look great.  How have you been?”
“Great thanks.  I got mated this summer,” she told me proudly.  My eyes automatically went to the visible bite mark on her neck that told other shifters that she was taken.
“Oh yeah, I heard you and Drew are mates,” I told her, referring to her childhood nemesis.  “How did that happen?”  Her battles with Drew were legendary when we were all growing up. It was pretty hilarious that the former enemies were now mates.
Gina waved a hand. “Ah, you know, you can’t fight fate.  Even if you try really hard.”  She laughed.  
“OK I’ll let your mom show you where to go.  Your job is really simple, you sit there on your throne, talk to the kids to find out what they want for Christmas, let the photographer take a picture of you with the kid, and then your mom will move them along and send them back to their parents.  Easy peasy.”   
Gina looked at me and sighed, “And for god’s sake, try to look less threatening.  I don’t want to freak out the human kids.  For some reason we’ve had a quite a few full humans moving in the last few years.”
Greysden was primarily a shifter town, full of wolves, bears, tigers, and many other kinds of shifters, but we did have a few full humans living in town as well.  Mostly the humans pretended that shifters didn’t exist, and we overlooked the fact that they didn’t have the benefit of living with an animal inside them like us shifters did.
Shifters are stronger and faster, my wolf helpfully reminded me. I rolled my eyes.  He was a simple guy, my wolf.  Very black and white in his thinking.
Ma got me settled into the Santa seat, which was basically a big wooden throne next to a decorated Christmas tree surrounded by brightly colored packages. I looked around while she conferred with the photographer.  As usual, they had gone all out for the holiday.  The organizers had turned the space into a replica of the North Pole.  Well, the fictional North Pole anyway. It was a bit over the top; it looked like Christmas had thrown up in here.
The holiday festival was a beloved Greysden tradition.  For five days the community center was transformed into a winter wonderland that included arts and crafts booths, food stands run by local restaurants, carnival games, and Santa visits for the kids.  The festival extended outdoors into the town square as well, with booths and games lining the open area of downtown.
The whole festival was actually pretty cool, I grudgingly admitted. I had a lot of happy memories of the festival from when I was a kid.  Maybe my mother was right, and it would be good for me to be out among regular people again.  I scanned the crowd, looking for anyone I knew, and suddenly my wolf started going crazy inside me, clawing to get out.
She’s here!  She’s here!
“What are you going on about?” I asked my wolf as I opened my mouth slightly and used my wolf senses to scent the area.  The scent of cinnamon and oranges filled my awareness, making every cell in my body come to attention, drawing me in.  Everything focused on that sweet scent.  Could it be?
Our mate! We found our mate! We must go to her and mark her right now!  Mate! Mate! Mate!
I struggled to control my wolf half as he tried to take over our body.  I kept myself from wolfing out, just barely, but my animal was clearly taking control of my willpower in a way that hadn’t happened since I’d first started shifting as a kid.  
I stood up from my Santa throne, as if in a trance, and stalked across the community center, completely fixated as I followed the scent of our mate.  I could hear Ma calling my name, but I was too far gone to respond.  I followed my nose to one of the food stands.  There she was.  I sniffed again.  She was human. It wasn’t uncommon for a shifter to have a human mate, but it did make things a little more complicated.  
My mate was a little thing, probably a good eight inches shorter than my six foot two, and all sassy curves.  She was dressed casually in faded jeans that hugged her generous hips and thick thighs, and a form-fitting red “SG Catering” V-neck t-shirt that highlighted her cleavage.  Her eyes were large and brown, her skin a pale ivory marred only by a scattering of freckles on the bridge of her cute little button nose.  She had dark blonde that was pulled up into a high ponytail and, in a nod to the holiday, she was wearing a headband that had bouncing Christmas trees attached to little springs.  
She was, in a word, adorable.  She was, in another word, mine.
Ignoring everyone around me, I pushed past the line at the food cart and leaned over the counter to meet her startled eyes.  
“Mate!” I growled. 






  
  Marissa


Ifelt the hairs on the back of my neck rise and looked up to see a seriously hot Santa shoving his way past the line to stand in front of me. 
“Mate!” he growled, his tone possessive as he stared at me intently.  I looked behind me, but no one else was there so he was definitely growling at me. Well, that was weird.
I had just moved to Greysden from Denver a couple of weeks ago and was working in the food court at the town’s huge holiday fair.  My old friend, Susan Grey, had a catering company in town and had purchased a booth at the event to serve the hungry masses.  
I had just gone through a bad break-up and was ready for a fresh start.  Over the years, Susan and I had worked together at two different restaurants so when I decided to get out of Denver, I gave her a call. I was grateful for the opportunity to pick up this part-time job while I figured out my next steps.  Susan had already offered me a long-term gig working for her catering company if I wanted to stay on past the holidays, and she had also promised to put in a good word for me with the manager of the town’s bar to help me pick up some waitressing shifts with them as well.
I wasn’t sure if I wanted to keep waitressing long-term, but in the meantime, it was a good way to pay my bills.  And most of the time I enjoyed the work.  There were a lot of things up in the air, but I was digging the chance to make a fresh start.  And it had all been going really well so far, at least until this guy burst to the front of my line and started growling at me.
“Mate!” he growled again.  Honestly, it was the most animalistic noise I’d ever heard from a man.  And what a man he was.  
His Santa jacket was open, revealing a khaki green t-shirt that looked like it was painted on, clinging to the ridges of his abdomen and his muscled pecs. He had wide shoulders and a narrow waist and although I couldn’t see much of his legs underneath his baggy Santa pants, I had to assume the bottom half was as muscled as the top.
He had olive skin, hinting at a Mediterranean heritage, and a bit of dark scruff shadowed his square jaw that was visible above the Santa beard that he’d shoved beneath his chin as he’d stalked over to me.  His eyes were the darkest and most intense brown I’d ever seen, they almost seemed to glow.  
I shivered and felt a rush of arousal. He was definitely the hottest Santa I’d ever seen. Too bad he was apparently crazy.
My friend and boss Susan came up alongside me, looking at the man curiously.  
“Oh, hey Tony, I heard you were back from overseas. How are you doing?”
“Mine!” he grunted, still staring at me with that intense look.
I looked at Susan in confusion.  Her eyes widened as she looked back and forth between us.  
“Oh,” she said.  “Oh!”  She smiled like she’d just heard a great secret.
Before I could ask what was going on that everyone was suddenly incapable of using words that were more than one syllable, a petite elf came rushing up to join us.  
“Anthony!” she chided.  “What are you doing?  The children are waiting for you.”
“Mate!” 
Did this guy only know one word?
“Mine!”
Make that two words.
The woman looked from Tony to me and back again, and like Susan her eyes widened and then she smiled delightedly.  “Oh, wow.” 
Her nose flared as she leaned forward slightly, and I had the oddest feeling that she was sniffing me.  “Anthony, honey, I don’t think this is the best time to talk to the nice human about this.”
What?  Did she just say, “talk to the human”?  With a slight emphasis on the word “human”? What was going on? Was everyone in this town completely nuts?
The guy – Tony apparently – didn’t respond.  He just continued to stare at me as I became increasingly uncomfortable.  I had the oddest feeling of being prey.  
I’d gotten lost in the woods once and some kind of wildcat had come up to me and given me the same look, like he was planning to eat me for lunch.  I had shouted at him and sprayed bear spray in his face and that finally made him run away.  I wondered if I had any bear spray in my purse.  Maybe hair spray would work just as well? I was sure that I had hair spray in there.
The woman reached up and smacked Tony on the back of the head, which seemed to snap him out of his trance.  He looked over at her and groaned, “Ma! Will you STOP doing that?”
She grabbed his arm and started tugging him away.  “Susan will keep an eye on your…on this nice girl.  For now, we all need to get to work.  Come on now.”
As I watched her drag him away, I felt the oddest sense of loss, which was so weird.  I’d never been one to define myself by a man, and I didn’t even know who this man was, or what on earth was wrong with him.  So why did I feel sad as he walked away?
Maybe it was just because he was so incredibly hot.  I mean, my god, I swear my ovaries twinged when he first looked at me.  Yeah, that had to be it. This was all my hormones talking. It had been a few months since my last disastrous break-up, which would explain why I was lusting after the strange man who’d been staring at me and growling single syllable words.
“Is he, um, disabled in some way?” I asked Susan curiously.  I was trying to be tactful in case he had a brain injury or something.
“No,” Susan told me.  “But it’s a long story and we can’t talk about it here.  Can I buy you a drink after our shift is over and then I can explain?”

      ***“Are you fucking with me right now?” 
Susan smirked at me over the salted rim of her margarita.  “Nope.”
We had snagged a table in the back corner of Murphy’s Bar, which Susan had assured me was the best place to get a cocktail in Greysden, and as I looked at my old friend, I was sure I had misheard her.
“You expect me to believe that the strange man is really some kind of a wolf man?” I clarified.  “And he was acting like a weirdo because even though he doesn’t know me from Adam, his wolf told him I’m somehow the perfect one for him?”
“His mate, yes,” Susan explained.  “I know it sounds unbelievable, but shifters believe that we each have one person in the world who is our mate, ‘the one’ as it were, and that is the person that the universe has determined is our perfect match.  If you find your mate, it’s like you find the other half of you, a part you didn’t even know was missing until you meet that person.”
“Did I hit my head and wake up in one of those Lifemark Channel holiday romance movies?” I asked as I took a huge gulp of my margarita.  It really was delicious, the perfect mix of ice and high-quality alcohol.  I would be a frequent customer here, I could tell that already.  
I frowned as I replayed what Susan had just said.  “We? You said, ‘we believe’. Are you saying that you think you’re a shifter too?  Like do you turn into a tiger or something?” I scoffed.  
“Of course not,” Susan frowned.  “Do I look like a tiger? Look at my build. Obviously, I’m a wolf.”
“Obviously,” I said drily.  I wondered if I’d fallen and hit my head.  Maybe this was all a concussion-fueled dream.
“You know I’m not light on my feet.  I’m strong but not graceful. But my soon-to-be sister-in-law is a tiger and she’s super light-footed.”
“Of course she is.”
“Have you really never heard of shifters?” Susan asked me.  “I know we aren’t super out there, but it’s not like we hide who we are either.”
“Well, yeah, I’ve heard the stories of course, but I thought it was like aliens or Big Foot, one of those things that only crack pots believe in.”
Susan stayed silent for a few minutes, allowing me time to process what she’d told me.  Suddenly a lot of things fell into place.  Weird comments I’d heard over the years, the sense that there was some kind of, I don’t know, magic or power or something in this town.  The way that Susan was so freaky strong.  I’d seen her lift cases of canned goods that even big guys struggled with.  
Could it be true?  Did shifters exist outside of romance novels? Or was this all some kind of elaborate joke?
“You’re going to have to show me,” I finally said. “I need to see this with my own eyes. Are you allowed to do that, or are there rules about this kind of thing?”
Susan put her drink down.  “Let’s go outside,” she said, standing up.  “We try not to shift in public, especially in a mixed crowd.”
Susan hollered to the woman at the bar that we’d be right back, and I followed her to the alley behind the bar.  She pulled her shirt over her head and handed it to me. 
“What are you doing?” I squeaked.
“This alley is gross, I don’t want to get my clothes dirty,” she said calmly as she stepped out of her jeans.  I turned around to give her privacy and she chuckled.
I heard some weird popping noises and then something bumped my legs.  I looked down and saw a grey wolf.  My eyes widened as I looked around the alley.  There was no sign of Susan. Holy cow, was this really happening?  Shifters were real?
“Susan?” I whispered, wondering if I was being pranked.
The wolf nodded its head like it understood me.  
“If you’re Susan, walk in a circle,” I instructed, making a circle motion with my pointer finger.  
I could have sworn the wolf rolled its eyes, but then it spun itself in a circle twice in one direction, then twice in the other direction, before coming to a stop in front of me and sitting on its haunches with an expression that clearly conveyed, “What are you going to do now?”
I leaned forward cautiously and stroked the wolf’s head.  Its fur was soft and thick and when the wolf didn’t bite my hand off, I figured it must be true.
“Holy shit, you really are a wolf,” I exclaimed. “Have you had your shots?”






  
  Tony


“Ineed to find my mate!” 
The minute Ma and I were done with our Santa shift I was ready to tear up the town looking for my curvy little mate.  My wolf had been howling and scratching at me all day, begging me to make her mine before some other male claimed her.  And now, she was gone.  Her scent had long since faded from the air in the community center and we were both desperate to track her down.
Mate! Mate! We must find our mate and mark her!
“Anthony,” my mother put a hand on each shoulder and looked at me until I met her eyes.  “You may have noticed that your mate is a full human?”   
At my nod she continued. “Based on the look on her face when you growled at her, I’m pretty sure she doesn’t know about shifters yet.  You’re not going to be able to just walk up to her and bite her and live happily ever after like you would be able to do if she was a shifter.  You’re going to move more slowly.  You’ll need to woo her a little bit.”
“Woo her?” I asked in confusion.
“You know these humans, they like to date and get to know a person before they commit.”
“But my wolf…he’s tearing me up inside Ma, I don’t know how long I’m going to be able to hold him back.”  Being away from my mate was causing my physical pain.
“You’re going to have to,” she told me in what I thought of as her firm “mom” voice.  “How about we go grab dinner at the diner and come up with a plan for you to win your mate?”
“OK,” I agreed reluctantly. It was a sign of how desperate I was that I was planning to listen to my mother give me advice about my love life.  At least the diner had an excellent meat loaf so I could get a meal out of this little outing.
After a long sleepless night where my wolf was freaking out to find our mate, my mother and I headed over to the community center for our next shift, arriving just before noon.  I really needed to find my own place, I told myself for the ten thousandth time since I’d been discharged from the Army.  It was embarrassing being a thirty-eight-year-old man living with his mother, even if it was just temporary.  
Although now I probably should wait and pick out a place with my mate. Her needs were of the utmost importance to me now that I’d found her.  I just hoped she wanted to stay in Greysden.  I would move if she wanted to, but now that I was back in my hometown with friends and family for the first time in twenty years I really wanted to stay here.
Greysden is a good place for us to raise our pups, my wolf told me approvingly.  He sent me an image of my mate rounded with our pups, smiling underneath her Christmas tree headband.  
“I think she only wears that at Christmas,” I explained to the wolf.  Holiday-themed hair accessories were not part of his world view.
I scented my mate the moment we entered the community center.  My nostrils flared and every muscle tightened, ready to find her. My mother grabbed my arm before I could take off.  
“Remember what we planned Anthony,” she instructed. “Calm and non-wolfy. Be gentle. Don’t freak the poor girl out.”
I nodded and headed off towards Susan’s catering booth, patiently waiting as Susan and my mate served the five people in line ahead of me. My claws extended, and I put my hands in my pocket as I tried to keep myself in control.  Finally, after what felt like hours but really was only a few minutes, I reached the front of the line.  
I hungrily took in my mate, once again overwhelmed by how beautiful she was.  Today she was wearing another SG Catering shirt, this one in a dark green that matched the green and white Santa hat on her head.
“Hi,” I said, getting lost in the brown depths of her eyes.  “We, um, didn’t get introduced yesterday. I’m Tony.”
My mate paused for a moment, her gaze considering, then reached out to shake my hand.  “Hi Tony, I’m Marissa.  It’s nice to meet you.”
Our hands met and I felt a jolt of electricity run between us that was so strong we both gasped.  Marissa looked down at our joined hands, her brow crinkled in confusion, and slowly drew her hand back and held it behind her. 
“What’ll you have?” she asked, her voice soft.
“Huh?”
Inside me the wolf rolled his eyes and chuffed in amusement at my lack of social skills around my mate.  Our mate wants to feed us.  She is a good caretaker, my wolf explained. 
“Are you ordering food?” Marissa asked.  She looked over my shoulder and I became aware that there was a line forming behind me.  “This is a food cart. People usually come here to get something to eat.”
“Oh.  No.  I, um, I wanted to ask if you were interested in going to the Christmas Tree lighting ceremony tonight?”
Marissa glanced at Susan, who nodded at her encouragingly, then looked back at me. “I didn’t know about it, but yeah, sure, a tree lighting sounds fun.”
“To be clear, I was asking if you would go with me. To the tree lighting, I mean.”
I internally cursed my bumbling.  I’d been less nervous when I asked Eliza Harrington to the freshman social twenty-five years ago.  I wasn’t the most suave guy, but usually I had a least a little bit of game.  
She giggled, the sound sweet, and I breathed in her cinnamon orange scent.  “Yeah, I figured that out.  Yes Tony, I will go to the tree lighting with you tonight.”
I felt a rush of relief.  “Great, that’s awesome.  I just need to light it.”
She cocked her head in confusion.
“As Santa, I do the first ceremonial lighting of the tree,” I clarified.  “We could meet here at eight o’clock if that’s OK, then you can watch me do the lighting and we could, um, hang out after and check out the outdoor activities.  I thought we could get some dinner and get to know each other.  Does that work?”
She smiled and I caught my breath at how beautiful she was.
“Sure.  I’ll meet you at the front door at eight.  See you then.”
I felt like I was walking on air the rest of the day. I had a date with my mate, and anticipation made the day fly by. Even the brattiest kids couldn’t annoy me today. I had to admit that my mother was right, asking my little human out on a date worked better than just growling at her.  
Bite her. Mark her. Mate, mate, mate!
I reminded my wolf of my conversation with Ma yesterday.  She might need some time to get used to us before that happened.  We just needed to be patient while our mate learned our ways.
I hate being patient, my wolf grumbled. I knew how he felt.
As soon as the last kid went through the line, I rushed to the locker room to freshen up for my date.  Unfortunately, I still needed to wear the stupid Santa suit for the tree lighting ceremony, but at least I could freshen up my deodorant and brush my teeth before we went.
Marissa was waiting out by the front door as promised.  She had changed into black leggings, black knee boots, and a long white sweater with a loose neckline that showed off the delicate slope of her pale shoulder.  She was carrying a black puffy coat for later when the temperature dropped. She looked incredible.
I rushed over and skidded to a stop in front of her.  
“Hey, you came,” I blurted out.  “I mean, I’m glad to see you.”
I mentally chastised myself for being such a bumbling fool.  I’d led soldiers into battle.  I was normally confident and decisive but something about my mate had me feeling unsure of myself. It wasn’t that she made me nervous so much as I was worried about making a misstep with her and scaring her away.
“Should we head over?” I suggested.
As we walked to the square where the tree lighting would happen, I reached over and grabbed her hand, threading our fingers together. That same current of electricity ran between our palms.  Inside, my wolf curled up in a ball, happy that we were close to our mate.
Marissa looked up at me with a smile and squeezed my hand. “I’ve never held hands with Santa before,” she told me.  
We made our way through the crowd to the small stage that had been set up near the town’s holiday tree.  The mayor waved as we approached.
“Tony, thanks so much for helping out,” he said as he pumped my hand enthusiastically.  “You know what to do, right?”
“Don’t I just press the ‘on’ button?” I asked in confusion.
“Yes, and maybe give us some ‘ho ho hos’ and say a few words, if you don’t mind.”
I sighed internally.  If my Army buddies could see me now, they’d be laughing their assess off. How did my mother get me into these things?  On the other hand, if she hadn’t bullied me into playing Santa, I probably wouldn’t have met my mate so I should really be grateful I supposed.
The mayor started giving a speech and while we waited, two younger males walked past, giving my mate an admiring glance. I narrowed my eyes and growled at them in warning, sending them scurrying away.
You need to bite our mate now, the wolf ordered.  Tell the other males she is taken.
I tugged Marissa closer and put my arm around her, then nuzzled her neck with my face.
“Are you marking me with your scent or something?” she asked in amusement.
I stiffened and looked at her in surprise.  “What?”
She leaned close and whispered in my ear, “Susan explained. About the wolf thing. Also, I used to have a very jealous cat who did that to me sometimes.”
Our eyes met and held.  I saw warmth and acceptance in her brown depths.  “Are freaked out about my being a wolf?”
“Well, not if you’ve had all your shots and you promise not to pee on my leg.”
“What?” I reared back a bit, and she burst out laughing.
“I’m teasing you Tony,” she explained.  “I admit it’s all new to me, but suddenly a lot of things make sense.  I realize I’ve been around shifters for years and had no clue.  Susan was great, she explained everything and answered all my questions.  I’m not freaked out, not about the shifter thing anyway.  You turn into an animal sometimes, but it’s no biggie.  I’ve got weird habits of my own.”
My heart filled with joy, and I resolved to send Susan a fruit basket or something to thank her.  She really did me a solid by getting the shifter conversation out of the way.
I leaned forward to kiss my mate but was interrupted by the mayor introducing me. Well, introducing Santa.  
“Stay here,” I instructed.  “I’ll be right back.”
I hopped up onto the stage, straightened my fake beard, and took the microphone from the mayor.  
“People of Greysden,” I boomed, figuring I might as well go big or go home.  “I come from the North Pole to bring you tidings of joy.  I declare that the Christmas season is now upon us. Let us join together to light the town Christmas tree and be merry! Ho, ho, ho!”
I looked down to see my mate laughing at my overly dramatic performance. I smiled back at her before hitting the “start” button for the lights.  Standing this close to the tree, I was immediately blinded by the bright lights and stumbled back a step, nearly falling off the stage.  Yeah, that wasn’t embarrassing at all.  Inside, my wolf was practically rolling his eyes at how ungraceful that was.
The crowd oohed and clapped as they took in the giant tree that was decorated with lights and decorations.
“Good job son,” the mayor whispered, clapping me on the shoulder. “Thanks for helping out.”
I nodded in acknowledgement and hurried back down to be with my mate.  
“How’d I do?” I asked her.  “That was my worldwide debut in the role of Santa you know.”
She giggled sweetly.  “You’re a natural.”
I reached my hand out.  “Shall we?”
Marissa and I spent the next two hours wandering around the square.  We picked up some hot dogs, curly fries, and hot chocolate from one of the vendors and moved to the heated tent where the town had set up picnic tables for the event.  It was just below freezing, which was fine for shifters, but my mate was human, and I knew she would get cold if we ate outside.
We must take care of our mate, my wolf reminded me.  We must feed her and keep her warm.
We found a table inside the tent and chatted easily while we ate our dinner.  My mate was smart and funny and as we talked, we realized that we had a lot of things in common.  We were completely focused on each other, ignoring everything around us as we talked and laughed and got to know each other.
We decided to head back outside and when we stepped out of the tent Marissa exclaimed, “Hey, look! It’s snowing!” 
She happily turned her face up to the flakes and I felt a rush of love that was so strong it damn near knocked me over.  
I leaned down and kissed her softly on the lips.  
“What was that for?” she asked.
“I know it’s too fast and we don’t know each other very well yet, but I’m falling for you, Marissa,” I told her honestly. “My wolf has been going crazy since we met you.”
She crinkled her brow.  “Oh yeah, Susan told me about your wolf liking me.”
“It’s not just my wolf.”
I leaned down and kissed her again, nipping lightly at her lower lip until she opened for me. My tongue swept in, tasting the hot chocolate on her breath as our tongues slid against each other.  Marissa made a sound deep in her throat and moved closer.  I wrapped my arms around her, holding her tightly, as the world fell away, and we kissed.
It was like one of those kisses you see in those sappy romantic movies.  Everything stilled around us until it was just me and my mate, enjoying the world’s most perfect kiss out in the snow.  Or it was perfect until I felt something hit the back of my head, causing me to headbutt my mate.
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“Ow!” I pulled back from Anthony and rubbed my lip. “Why did you head butt me?” 
He turned away with a growl.  “Ma! What the hell? Why did you do that?”
A tiny woman dressed as an elf stood behind us with her hands on her hips, eyes narrowed and looking a bit deranged.  I recognized her as the woman who’d pulled Anthony away from me yesterday.
“Anthony Dean Capetti! There are children here, and they don’t need to see Santa Frenching his girlfriend!  You’ll traumatize them for life. This is a family event you know.”
The woman’s expression changed from irritation to friendly in a flash, and she leaned forward to give me a surprisingly firm hug.  
“Hello dear, I’m Ida, this one’s mother.”
Oh, OK, this was weird, I wasn’t used to total strangers hugging me, but I figured I’d just go with it.  Greysden was a weird little town, that’s for sure. It was nothing like Denver.
“Hello Ida,” I said, hugging her back. “Nice to meet you. I’m Marissa.”
“I’m sorry you were collateral damage, but I raised Anthony to behave better.”  
She gave him a stern glare and I had to laugh at the aggrieved look on Tony’s face. 
“So…have you two talked about anything important?” Ida asked, looking between us curiously.
“Susan already told her about shifters yesterday,” Tony confirmed.
Ida looked relieved. “Oh, in that case, welcome to the family dear. You’ll have to invite your family to join us for Christmas.”  
She hugged me again and I looked over her shoulder in confusion.
“Wait…what?”
“We haven’t gotten to the mate conversation yet Ma.”
“Susan told me about shifters and their lifelong mates too,” I said, letting him off the hook.  “Honestly, I’m not sure I believe it, but it sounds like a nice fairy tale.”  
Tony’s face looked pained, and I did a double take, “Wait, are you saying that you think I’m your mate? We just met.  Plus, as you know, I’m not one of you.”
“I don’t think you’re my mate Marissa, I know you are.”
“But…but how?”
“My wolf just knows. He knew the minute he smelled you, and we fell in love with you. That’s how it works.”
I cringed.  His wolf smelled me?  Was he saying I had B.O. or something?
“So, what?  You tell me that your wolf whispers something in your ear and I’m just supposed to believe you?  How do I even know that you’re telling the truth?” I asked, starting to feel a little panicked.  “Is this some kind of scam?  Or something you do to fuck with the humans? Some kind of Greysden hazing?”
“What?” Tony yelped.  “No, that’s not it at all.”
Ida rested her hand on Tony’s arm to quiet him, then turned back to me.  
“I know it’s a lot to take in, dear, and that you’re not yet familiar with our ways,” she told me, her voice as kind as her eyes.  
“I’m not completely sure how it feels for full humans, but I can tell you that when I met my mate I felt this immediate sense of calm, a sense of rightness, I guess.  It was as if everything inside me stilled, and I could take a deep breath for the first time in my life.”
Her eyes turned dreamy at the memory.  
“I felt like I knew him, the real him, immediately. The minute he looked at me I felt like the most beautiful woman in the world, because to him I was, and every other man I’d ever met seemed to pale in comparison to him. I was more attracted to him than I’d been to anyone else in my life, and I couldn’t think of anything else but him until we mated and completed our bond.  It was…all consuming, yet it felt completely right.”
My eyes widened as I realized that I was feeling that way about Tony.  Could it be that what I was feeling was more than hormones or horniness?  Were they telling the truth?  I reached up to rub my temple.  I was getting a headache. I suddenly felt panicked. This was all so crazy.  I needed some time alone to think, to process everything I’d heard and seen in the last two days.
“I need to go.”  I looked around frantically, needing to escape.
“Marissa…,” Tony reached for me, but I danced away.
“No, please Tony, leave me alone. This is all too much, I’m sorry but this just too crazy. I need some time to think.” 
I ignored the pang of guilt I felt seeing the hurt on Tony’s face.  “I’ll talk to you later.”
As I rushed away from the first man who’d ever told me he loved me, I felt like I was losing a piece of myself. I felt a physical pain deep in my stomach. It was like there was an invisible string pulling me back to Tony.
What on Earth was wrong with me?  I wasn’t some starry-eyed girl, and yet I was falling in love with some guy I’d just met who could change into a wolf just because he said I was his mate?  My god, if I told anyone else about this, they would think I was completely insane.
After a sleepless night, I spent most of the next day on my couch, watching sappy Christmas movies on the Lifemark Channel since I didn’t have to work. Really, it was amazing how many bakers named Holly lived in small towns and fell in love with corporate developers who wanted to build fancy condos in their town but changed their minds after learning the true meaning of Christmas.  But as cheesy as the movies were, they kept







