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Furever Santa

Iris Balfour

Bear shifter Hugh Grissom isn’t thrilled about playing Santa at his sister’s charity party—until he glimpses curvy Ruby Wallace and her half-shifter toddler. As chief of the Montana shifters, Hugh needs to make sure the cub is prepared before her first shifting.

Between struggling to pay the rent and taking care of her daughter, Ruby doesn’t have time for men, much less some joker in a Santa suit. It doesn’t matter that her heart sings when their eyes meet. Not after her last encounter with a man left her mauled and pregnant.

Hugh can’t let Ruby walk out of his life. For the sake of Ruby’s daughter—and the sake of his heart—somehow he has to win past her distrust and claim his fated mate.
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Hugh

I glowered at the moth-eaten red jacket and pants with their ragged fake fur edging. That’s what I got for waiting until the last minute to pick up my costume. The selection for someone my height and build was never great, and on December 23 I was lucky to scrape together the costume I got.

No, lucky would have been my finding someone else to play Santa at my sister’s charity event. I’d asked around, but everyone else already had plans. I could have ordered someone to do it—there had to be some perks for being chief of the Montana bear shifters, and raking in the bucks certainly wasn’t part of the job description. But I couldn’t see tearing anyone away from his family during the holidays, not when I was unmated and cubless.

A sudden uprush of longing for my own family hit me, but I shook it off. When I took the job I’d known there would be sacrifices.

Stuffing a pillow in the loose waist of my pants, I jerked my belt tight. The padding that came with the costume evened out my lumpy belly. The jacket strained across my shoulders, but that couldn’t be helped. I gave the boots a disgusted sniff and set them aside. My old black cowboy boots would have to do.

Last came the beard and eyebrows. They at least were brand-new.

The alarm on my phone dinged. Santa needed to leave so he wouldn’t disappoint all the waiting children. I dabbed spirit gum on the eyebrows and hurriedly attached them. The beard hooked over my ears, but I put some spirit gum on it too. That would keep my beard in place in case any of the cubs tugged.

Grabbing my wallet and keys, I went out to the truck. The afternoon air was crisp and cold, the sky a pearly gray. Banks of clouds scudded in from the southeast. Despite my rush, I paused to breathe in the sparkling clean air. Montana, my home. The only place I’d ever want to live.

The roads were packed with holiday travelers, and the heavy traffic delayed my arrival at the lodge hall. As I walked in the back door of the kitchen, my sister Maryann grabbed me.

“You’re late,” she complained breathlessly. “What did you do to your beard?”

Automatically I reached up to my beard. It was still attached. “What do you mean?”

“Never mind. We don’t have time to fix it.”

Maryann propelled me through the kitchen into the hall, and between groups of society matrons to the far corner of the room. All those people stuffed together under one roof made the room hot, and I wanted to take that extra pillow and toss it out the window. My ears swelled from the heavy buzz of conversation and high-pitched voices of children.

The giant Christmas tree in the corner was a burst of relief. Fragrant with sap, it brought the outdoors inside. Colorful scraps of paper tied on with ribbons fluttered from all the branches.

“Here’s Santa!” Maryann said brightly, and pushed me onto an old-fashioned rocking chair in the center of a braided rug.

Squeals of excitement erupted. Child after child, and their mothers, were lined up against the wall behind a red velvet rope. There wouldn’t be more than a half dozen children, Maryann had assured me, only the residents of the local woman’s shelter and some special guests. In a quick scan I counted at least twenty kids.

I shot Maryann a meaningful look, but she’d already turned away to bring me my first victim.

“Ho ho ho!” I smiled at the little boy and held out my arms. “What’s your name?”

He stared at me without taking his thumb out of his mouth.

“They call me Santa,” I said merrily. “Come sit on my lap and tell me all about what you want for Christmas.”

His mother gave him a little push till he was close enough I could reach out and grab him. He burst into tears as soon as I got him on my knee.

“Ho ho ho,” I said helplessly. “Uh, mother?”

The next child had brought a written list of thirty-four toys. He recited every item, which was a good thing as his spelling turned out to be very creative.

“The Marvel Melvin truck,” he reminded me before his mother dragged him off. “Not the Marvel Mike.”

“Ho ho ho,” I replied genially.

We settled into a routine after that. Maryann directed the flow of children to my lap, her hands waving in a confused simulation of a traffic cop’s signal. I spent a few minutes learning the child’s name and carefully not making any promises, and then it was time for Maryann to send me another one.

I had the easier part of the job.

“Not yet, little one,” Maryann said for the third time in less than a minute.

I glanced up from my current lap-rat, wondering which one was the problem child.

And looked straight into the eyes of the most beautiful woman in the world.

She was fully human, and gorgeous. Long dark hair, soft pillowy curves, and thick lashes fringing the bluest eyes. Her incredibly seductive scent roused my bear.

But she wasn’t for me. First of all, she was mated already, as the cub in her arms showed. I sniffed again to double check, and the scent that wafted across the room, cleaving through all the other smells, was plain: a bear shifter cub.

Second, I didn’t have time for a mate. I wished I did. But heading the Montana clan took all of a bear’s time. The chief before me hadn’t mated, and neither had the chief before him. That’s just the way things were. I knew that when I took the job. I’d balanced giving up my chance at a mate with the obvious need for a new chief willing to make things happen, and the greater good won.

That didn’t stop her delicious scent from teasing me with possibilities, and I envied the shifter who was her mate.

Whoever he was. Wherever he was. I wasn’t aware of any shifters in the local area who’d mated with a human, but I’d speak with my sister Maryann after the party. Beyond my personal interest, it struck me wrong that one of our bears needed charity and I didn’t even know who it was.

Setting aside my questions about that gorgeous woman and why she was here with her cub, I played Santa for the children in line.

And then it was the cub’s turn to climb on my lap. She leaped up without hesitation, an innocent bundle of energy with big curious eyes.

Her mother hovered protectively an arm’s reach away. I hated her distrust and admired her care and longed for her approval all in the same instant, an unexpected jumble of feelings I made myself ignore. I wasn’t here to hit on mothers, no matter how much they stirred my interest. No matter how the deep blue of her eyes made me want to drown in her gaze.

“What’s your name, cub?” Putting my arm around her and settling her on my knee, I felt a pang. It could have been my cub on my lap. This was
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Thank you for reading!

If you enjoyed this story, please help spread the word by leaving a review.

Sign up to get the word about new releases!

IrisBalfour.com

Also by Iris Balfour

Furever Mine (Furever Shifters, Book 1)

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. Buy now

Furever Yours (Furever Shifters, Book 2)

Shifter Rory Marsden is having enough trouble dealing with his newly awakened bear. The last thing he needs is a new mate too, no matter how gorgeous she is or how much his bear whines that she’s The One.

Although wildlife biologist Becky Conway isn’t looking for a love interest, she can’t get the intense blue eyes of Rory Marsden out of her thoughts. It’s just as well he’s made it very clear he’s not interested. But damn, her body says they belong together, no matter what either of their minds say.

When Becky’s discovery of strange animal tracks puts her in danger, Rory is compelled to come to come to her rescue — even though her discovery threatens Rory’s newfound shifter clan. Buy now

Furever Us (Furever Shifters, Book 3)

Bear shifter Terrence Dougal failed to stop the abduction of curvy Yvette Conway. Now he has to get her back.

The hardest part of rescuing Yvette will be resisting her seductive curves and lush lips. Because no matter how much his bear wants her, Terrence can’t let himself forget she’s human. And humans can never be trusted.

But Yvette didn’t get the memo. All she knows is she felt an instant connection to her sexy brooding hero. Her heart says they belong together, and she hasn’t learned yet that sometimes hearts lie. Buy now

Furever Loyal (Furever Shifters, Book 4)

When a wolf shifter motorcycle club disturbs the quiet of her forest with their illegal activities, curvy bear shifter Cara Bruin vows to get rid of them. All of them, even the one whose burning hot eyes awaken her most feral cravings. Because the sister of the chief of the Northern California bears has nothing in common with some mongrel wolf shifter, no matter how much her bear craves him.

Val Stanton dislikes the drug business his pack has gotten into. But a wolf’s got to follow his alpha, right? Or so he believes, until the scornful gaze of a certain bear shifter makes him question everything — including pack loyalty. What Val knows for certain is he’ll never let any harm come to Cara, not even if he has to challenge the pack alpha himself to protect her. Buy now

Furever Ours (Furever Shifters, Book 5)

Laleesha Wilson has plenty of reason to fear and distrust men. Only one good thing came from that awful night in the biker camp, and her top priority now is giving her baby-to-be the home she never had. Besides, that sexy stranger who makes her heart leap is just being nice.

As soon as he sees Laleesha, bear shifter Dominic Olsen knows she’s the one for him. It hurts that he can’t even be in the same room without her cringing, but he’ll give her all the time she needs. Eventually she’ll want him. She has to, because he can’t live without her. And when she’s ready, he’ll claim her and her cub too.

In the meantime, Dominic isn’t going to let anyone harass his mate. Laleesha’s stepfather might think he has to right to order her back to the home she ran away from, but Dominic is there to tell him different. Except, of course, when he isn’t… Buy now

Furever Found (Furever Shifters, Book 6)

After a traumatic first shifting at age 17, curvy Sarah Miller has shunned getting involved with anyone, human or shifter. It’s just her and her bear, and that’s the way she likes it, lonely but safe.

Bear shifter Jason John has the unlucky assignment of tracking down the missing Sarah Miller. Unlucky because, well, his quarry has evaded searchers for the last ten years, and he’s no bloodhound. But he’s no quitter either, particularly after he gets a whiff of Sarah’s tantalizing scent.

But finding Sarah turns out to be more than a family matter. A trail of mauled humans leads directly to Sarah. Feral shifters can’t be allowed to live, which sticks Jason right between his duty to protect shifters—and his intense desire to claim his fated mate. Buy now
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