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      Dear Readers,

      Gerald Winter first showed up in Rachel’s Totem, the first of my Cougar Falls books. A loyal attorney who helped shifters, he never seemed to find love. There have been eight other books in the series. This is number nine. I wrote a novella to appear in an anthology last Christmas starring Gerald. Then I wrote a second story, enchanted with him and Laura. Two ways my bear and fox shifter fell in love! Enjoy one great romance told two different ways!

      
        
        Happy  Reading and Ho-Ho-Ho!

      

      

      
        
        Marie

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Perhaps, this way…

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        This is the way it could have happened…

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter One


          

        

      

    

    
      “Move your ass,” Deputy Laura Novak yelled to the fox currently slipping and sliding through the snow and ice as she slowed her SUV, the back open, waiting for him to jump in.

      He needed to be running as if his life depended on it.

      Because it did.

      Bullets hit the side of the vehicle, and she swore as she swerved around a downed tree and turned onto a road that led into bear country.

      Technically, it was all Ac-taw country. Shifters lived in Cougar Falls, a small town off the map near Whitefish, Montana. Only those with connections to the Ac-taw could find the town. Unfortunately, being a shifter didn’t come with a guarantee of good character.

      More gunfire ripped through the night, and she promised herself to make those jackasses pay. Guns were prohibited in town. With pretty much everyone able to shift into creatures with claws and fangs, firearms weren’t necessary. And for the humans living among them, bows and arrows and knives were the preferred method to dealing with threats.

      The fox barked at her to go as he launched himself into the back of the SUV, and Laura pressed the accelerator to the floor, fishtailing as they sped up.

      Fortunately, the brutal winter wind and approaching storm would slow some of the raptors. The larger birds of prey who could have handled the ferocious winds weren’t a threat, having months ago branched off into the steady, well-adjusted eagle clan.

      That left the smaller winged predators, those of the current raptor clan, to attack.

      But even for them, this had gone too far. She spotted two vehicles losing speed behind them, and a few feathered enemies trailing behind as well.

      “You just had to defend Kyle even though I told you not to,” she said through gritted teeth and held onto the steering wheel for all she was worth.

      The path grew uneven, juts and divots in the dirt road covered in snow and ice, making it more difficult to drive. But she could lose them this way, and she had a destination in mind.

      “I’m a lawyer, Deputy Novak. I do my job regardless of the dickheads in opposition,” came the frosty voice of Gerald Winter. Aptly named, the fox shifter could turn that ice in his voice on and off at will. “Damn, it’s cold out.”

      She glanced in the rearview and watched him dive into his clothes she’d brought with her.

      He caught her gaze and glared, his golden eyes shining for a moment before the fox inside simmered down. For such a good-looking man, he did frost bitch like no one’s business.

      For some reason, he’d never warmed up in Laura’s presence.

      Then again, he had enough women in town panting for him that he probably didn’t care. Or notice. But Laura was used to that.

      “Yeah, well, I hope that law degree provides a better protection than my I told you so.”

      “You are such a pain in my—”

      “Yes?” she asked sweetly, secretly hoping the normally unflappable lawyer would just let go for once.

      But she was the one swearing as they went airborne.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Two


          

        

      

    

    
      Laura heard Gerald hit against something, likely the ceiling of the SUV. She made a sharp right up a covered trail barely big enough for the SUV to fit through. It was a path only the bears took when planning to use the cabin ahead.

      It was also tricky as hell to maneuver, and that was in good weather.

      Then what she’d been hoping wouldn’t happen happened.

      The vehicle tipped sideways on two wheels.

      “Brace yourself!”

      Gerald swore. Bingo, she thought just as the truck rolled.

      And rolled.

      Strapped in, she’d had opportunity to prepare, but she still took a few hits as the front window smashed and a tree branch slammed into her seat an inch from her shoulder when it pierced through the dash.

      Fortunately, her inner grizzly gave her strength, and she was in one piece as the vehicle came to a stop.

      The same couldn’t be said for the man in the back. She smelled blood, and when she untangled herself to turn, she could see he’d taken a few knocks.

      “Gerald?” Never Gerry or Ger, Gerald Winter had been a precise and logical kind of guy for as long as she’d known him—practically all her life.

      But he’d never been mean. Arrogant, yes, but as a fox, that was expected.

      The town organized by shifter type, and each clan had certain characteristics. The foxes tended to be arrogant and dramatic, the bears laidback, the raptors argumentative, the wolves secretive and problematic, and the cats unpredictable.

      Generalizations, but they usually held true to form.

      Still, Gerald maintained a popularity due to his smarts, looks, and sense of humor. Or so she’d been told. Personally, she’d never seen or heard him be all that funny.

      He didn’t answer, so she hurried out of the vehicle, which had fortunately rolled to a stop right-side up. She found the trunk door stuck and used her enhanced strength to pull it open. In human form she maintained a human’s senses, though she’d always had the rare ability to tap into her grizzly when needed.

      It sure came in handy now.

      She took one look at the battered attorney and knew she needed to stabilize him.

      “Gerald?” she asked again, wondering how much time they had before the raptors caught up or found them.

      With the growing storm, they might be okay from the raptor threat. But Mother Nature would only be taking their place.

      “L-Laura?” He blinked his eyes open, but they didn’t focus.

      “I think you might have a concussion.” She hurriedly gathered a large bag she kept in the SUV for emergencies. Then she took Gerald’s bag while he tried to sit up. “No, lie down.”

      “I’m okay. Just dizzy.” He sat up anyway and wavered.

      “Come on out, Gerald. Easy now.”

      Once out and on his feet, she had to look up to see his face, which annoyed her. Of course he had to be sexy, smart, and tall. At five-ten, she typically didn’t need to look up at most men.

      “Laura?” He stroked a finger down her cheek and gave her a dopey smile. “You’re pretty.”

      She flushed, something she never did.

      Only Gerald could get under her skin like that.

      “Okay, Romeo. I need you with me. Are you with me?” Despite the danger, she had a tough time focusing because he wore nothing but sweatpants. His upper body had surprising definition for a man who sat behind a desk all day.

      He blinked. “With you. Yes.” He rubbed his head and winced, and blood trickled down his temple. Likely a gash matted in his sandy hair, now darkened with dirt and blood.

      “I’m going to shift into my bear. I need you to strap the bags around me. Then shift into your fox and climb on. We need to hurry.”

      “I can run.”

      “Not fast. And I know where we’re going. You don’t.” She wiped her face from the snow falling harder. “Today, Gerald. Let’s go.”

      “You’re not the boss of me.”

      She stared at him. “Did you really just say that?”

      “Maybe.” He sounded like a sulky little boy, and she hated that he looked even more attractive all beat up.

      She laughed. “Aren’t you cute?”

      That got a tentative smile from him. “Okay, okay. Hold on.” He took a deep breath, closed his eyes, then let out his breath and focused on her. “Go.”

      Laura frowned. “Turn around.”

      “For God’s sake.” He turned around while she rushed to strip. She shoved her clothes and boots into her duffle then shifted into a four-hundred-pound grizzly.

      At her grunt, he turned around. Seeing her, he nodded with approval. “You’re annoying as a human, but you make the prettiest bear.”

      Flatterer.

      Though she couldn’t communicate with others outside her clan when shifted, Ac-taw had perfected the art of reading body language. She batted her lashes then snarled.

      He chuckled. “I know. I’m hurrying.” He fixed the duffel strap around her neck and set his backpack there as well, using some rope from the truck to tie it. Then he shucked out of his pants and tucked them in his bag before she could blink.

      And oh my word, what a body. Full frontal, hel-lo.

      “Quit staring. You’re making me uncomfortable,” he deadpanned before shifting into a beautiful red fox.

      Gorgeous, with dark red fur along his torso that tapered to dark brown on his legs, the tip of his tail, and his ears, he also had white along his belly and up under his neck and chin. But those golden eyes drew her. Browner when a man, but she knew him anywhere and always had.

      He chirped and laid back his ears. She lowered her body. Once he’d climbed on, she took off, praying they made it before the storm broke wide open.

      And that her last message to the sheriff had gone through. Or they really were on their own with a bunch of homicidal birds on their proverbial tails.

      And just in time for Christmas.

      Ho ho ho.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Three


          

        

      

    

    
      Attorney at Law, Gerald Winter, of Winter and Sons, had been working to serve his community to keep the town safe and livable for the foreseeable future. For the past 150 years, the firm his relatives had started continued to flourish.

      They didn’t take cases they assumed they would win. They took cases to preserve the integrity that made Cougar Falls a haven for shifters and humans alike.

      The outside world had no knowledge of their kind. So the wheels of justice turned a bit differently for those who could shift into man and beast.

      He and his cousins, of which there were many, had been cleaning up raptor messes for the past few years. But this new so-called leadership had pushed him past his limits. He’d been working with the eagle clan, now split from the raptors, to call for a town council meeting.

      Everyone knew the current raptor alphas were three shades short of a rainbow. But no one had the courage to stand up to them. Those who did disappeared.

      Many in the other clans had had enough. Namely, those hothead catamounts. Freaking cats and their ideas of making things right. Granted, the guys in that clan were his best friends, but they tended to make a mess wherever they went.

      So Gerald had been working secretly with the eagles and a few raptor insiders to legally fix the raptors. He’d found a solution, presented it to the presiding judge, and had gotten the current alphas, Glen and Roberta McKay, officially reprimanded and temporarily out of office while the town council waited for the case to go to trial. Right after the holidays.

      Unfortunately, the McKays weren’t all the way stupid. They knew if they could get rid of the evidence, and namely Gerald—who everyone needed to make the case work—then they could stay in power until an all-out interclan war brought them to an end. But hell, they’d end up taking the entire town with them at that point, which they’d consider a win.

      Nope. Not on his watch. He’d fix this mess if it was the last thing he ever did. He groaned, his head throbbing, his leg aching, and…wait a minute there. What was that delectable scent?

      His body woke up and took notice, which shouldn’t have happened. He didn’t normally get a hard-on when in pain. But the feel of full breasts and that heavenly smell made him all kinds of ready to sink into sex.

      “Hey, um, buddy. Let go.”

      He heard the soft words and didn’t want her to go away, so he eased his arms from caging the sexy female, to be less demanding. But she remained beneath him, sharing his warmth. He shoved his face between her breasts, inhaling her scent.

      She gasped.

      He pulled back and took a nipple in his mouth. And sucked, moaning his pleasure.

      “Holy… Gerald!”

      A crack across his cheek woke him right on up.
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      He blinked down at a half-naked Laura Novak and could do nothing but stare. By the Maker, she had the most beautiful breasts he’d ever seen. Large, round, with light pink nipples beaded like tiny gumdrops. They made him salivate.

      “Take a picture, it’ll last longer,” she growled, her cheeks bright red.

      And there, again, the sudden knowledge that Laura Novak, a girl, now woman, he’d grown up with had turned into a raving beauty. What the hell?

      He pulled back and sat on his heels.

      A mistake, because he was fully naked and sporting one hell of an erection that bobbled above her soft, milky-white belly.

      “Could you please put that thing away?” She groaned and closed her eyes, but not before he caught the scent of her arousal.

      What the hell was happening right now?

      He scrambled off her—and off a bed—and looked around at the interior of a cabin. Spotting his bag, he dove for it and shoved himself into a pair of sweatpants. Turning, he saw Laura cover up with a very short blanket.

      He stared, still out of sorts.

      How have I never seen how sexy this woman is? Had to be her hiding behind that bulky sheriff’s button-down and ballcap. Look at all that soft, silky brown hair! And those firm shoulders, that flash of long, thick thigh…

      He couldn’t help the arousal tenting his sweats.

      “How hard did you hit your head?” she asked, reading his mind.

      “I don’t know. Why does my leg hurt too?” He pulled his sweats down, exposing his left flank, and saw a long gouge along his thigh.

      Her short curse made him look up, only to see her staring fixedly above his head.

      “Blood bother you?”

      She snorted. “Your dick bothers me.”

      He hurried to pull up his pants. “It’s not my fault. I’m injured. I must have smelled a ready female and responded accordingly.” He gave her a polite smile. “Think nothing of it.”

      “You ever take that stick out of your ass?” She rose from the bed, looking flushed, rosy, and plain lovely. Like a woman recently fucked.

      This is Laura. Novak. The girl who’s been bossing you around since first grade. Who ratted the cats out for sneaking booze to the eighth-grade dance. Who regularly reads you and your clients the riot act when you insist on seeing to their rights. We butt heads all the time. I’ve never noticed her looking so pretty before. Have I?

      His brain had trouble processing what he was seeing. “Did you change your hair or something?”

      “What? No.” She scrambled past him and grabbed some clothes from her bag, then skittered to one of two doors in the place and shut herself inside, but not before tripping and losing the blanket, showcasing a perfect ass.

      He closed his eyes and moaned. “What is happening here?”

      “I’ll tell you what’s happening,” she yelled through the door. She appeared moments later, dressed in jeans and a sweater. And no bra.

      She’s not wearing a bra. He felt himself flush. What do I care? They’re just boobs.

      “… are you hearing me?” She approached and put a hand on his forehead. “Shoot. You’re heating up.”

      All he could tell was that a potential mate stood nearby.

      For thirty-two years, Gerald had avoided getting mated or married. And that was two years longer than his clan could stand. They’d been on him to settle down, to use the clan matchmaker to find a nice vixen, mate, and produce a passel of kits.

      But Gerald’s friends had all married for love. He saw how happy they were. How could he settle for any less? So he dated and took his time searching. Yet he’d never found anyone who made his heart race or his animal spirit sit up and take notice.

      To be doing so with Laura must have been a result of head trauma.

      “Come on. Let’s get you back into bed.”

      He opened his mouth to say something funny and inappropriate just to rattle her, but she slapped a hand over his mouth. “Alone.”

      He chuckled.

      Her expression eased. “Gerald, I’m worried. The raptors weren’t messing around. They’re not trying to scare you. They’re trying to kill you.”

      He let her put him back to bed, content beyond measure when a waft of her scent hit. He inhaled deeply and whispered her name.

      “Yes?” She leaned closer. “Gerald?”

      He gave her the whisper of a kiss, the taste of her bursting on his lips like warm cherries, ripe and sweet. “Thanks.”

      Then he closed his eyes and slept, healing, trusting that Laura would protect him until he was well enough to protect her right back. His fox settled in his mind’s eye, wrapped around a grizzly, dreaming in a state of peace.
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      Laura kept touching her lips, not sure what the hell that sly fox had done. In sleep he’d managed to outwit her. Somehow. Because for the past two hours, she’d done little but think about that kiss and how it had stirred the animal spirit inside her.

      For years, Laura had secretly dreamed about finding a mate, settling down, and having a few cubs. She was no different from half the Ac-taw in town. Shifter or human, bear or other, she just wanted a special someone to call her own.

      But Laura had always been different, and that made finding a mate difficult.

      She didn’t cater to what a man wanted. She didn’t try to make herself pretty or pretend to be something she wasn’t. And she wasn’t the norm—what men typically wanted.

      Laura had always been on the big side. Taller, not obese, but thick. And yeah, so she had some padding around that muscle, as a bear and a human. She loved her grizzly, a large sow who protected those in her clan.

      Her alpha considered her an asset, and her boss always knew he could count on her. Heck, the sheriff was more like family, especially since his mate was Laura’s best friend.

      And they happened to both be foxes and friendly with Gerald.

      Yet another tie Laura had with the sexy attorney. It seemed like everywhere she turned, she’d find him there. At a party. At a small dinner for mutual friends. At work.

      Always at work, making her life miserable by throwing legal jargon her way and demanding rights for his bonehead clients. And yes, most of them were citizens letting off steam. Drunk and disorderly, the occasional brawl, some petty misconduct.

      Cougar Falls didn’t see serious crime. Or at least, it hadn’t until the raptors had lost their gosh-darn minds.

      She loathed Roberta McKay and always had. Roberta had been a terrible person before marrying Glen, another tyrant who catered to her. Roberta ran the clan now, along with her puppet, Glen, and a small group of enforcers who acted like glorified bullies. Roberta ascribed to the idea that whatever she wanted she must have, and she didn’t understand the word “no.”

      She also used to tease Laura for being a big girl all through elementary school. Until finally Laura had had enough and bit through some of the girl’s tail feathers at recess. Then that had been that.

      Now Roberta made problems for those in her clan. She and her sycophants had been acting out more, trying to take over those weaker families who wanted to simply coexist.

      Laura wasn’t having it.

      Neither was Gerald, apparently. She’d told him not to take on her cousin’s case, which had only been the icing on top of ousting Roberta. Her cousin had witnessed Roberta’s son harassing an eagle and tried to stop it, which turned into Kyle getting into a fight with Roberta’s bratty kid and four other raptors.

      Gerald got the charges against Kyle dropped, charges against Roberta’s son filed, and a petition to remove the McKays from leadership while the council could review new charges filed against them for abusing power and harming clan members.

      Personally, Laura would have handed Kyle’s case to her own clan lawyers. Gerald and his firm weren’t the only game in town, though truth be told, they were the best.

      She knew one brown bear, part of her clan, who dressed like a slob but had a decent head for law. He would have gotten Kyle off. And backed by the bears, he wouldn’t have given Roberta any reason to attack.

      But no. Gerald had to do his high and mighty “protect all the people” schtick, and now he had a bullet wound and concussion and was stuck with her while they rode out the storm.

      Maker-willing, he didn’t have any internal injuries that wouldn’t heal.

      Had the sheriff received her distress call before those blasted raptors had destroyed her comms and stolen her phone?

      And did the cabin have enough provisions to last them? Worst case, they could probably forage in the forest as animals. But she didn’t like Gerald’s fever.

      She’d memorized the cabin in an effort to not stare at the fox all night. Since her clan used this cabin often during the year, it usually had clean sheets and supplies. She’d already used some of the stack of wood by the stone fireplace to build a fire. The contraption some wily engineers had built kept them stocked with water at all times. And the boardgames, cards, and books in the wall-to-wall bookcases flanking the fireplace would keep them entertained.

      But the cabin had been built for short-term use. The kitchenette was little more than a sink, tiny stove, small counter, and fridge. A wooden table and four chairs sat between it and the rest of the room. A couch, chair, and coffee table occupied the area in front of the fireplace. And in the back of the cabin lay the queen-size bed, which Gerald occupied.

      And there I go, staring at Gerald again.
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      Laura sighed, acknowledging her weakness.

      It was no hardship to stare at the sexy fox. He had thick, sandy-brown hair cut short, a square jaw and slender nose, high cheekbones, and thick lashes. All that put together made him look like a model.

      On top of his good looks, he had a body built for sin and a brain like a computer. He never seemed to forget anything, especially any mistakes or faults she’d made.

      Bad enough she’d had a mini crush on him for years. But seeing him naked earlier had totally put her off her game. Naked, he made her mouth water. He had V-cut abs, a sculpted chest, and rock-hard biceps.

      Laura had always been a sucker for a nice chest.

      Then lower, to that long, thick cock she couldn’t forget… She blushed, wishing she hadn’t taken such a prurient interest in the man who regularly made her blood boil.

      It didn’t help that in trying to warm him up, he’d woken early and kissed her breasts.

      She had to fan herself to combat the heat stealing through her. But she couldn’t stop herself from wondering.

      If he was that lethal from a kiss or two, what would making love with him be like?

      “And I have no business thinking about that,” she said aloud. There were less annoying men in town for sex, were she to go down that long road. She had more important things pressing, like how to defend them when, not if, the raptors found them.

      Laura decided to go scout around and undressed before leaving the cabin. She shut the door behind her, shivering with the cold, and quickly shifted into her bear. Once a grizzly, she put her nose to good use and marked any foreign scents.

      The bitter cold felt refreshing, and she enjoyed her time making note of all the vulnerable spots and avenues of attack should their enemy come on foot. Guns would be a real problem.

      Of course, if the raptors came by air once the storm cleared, she and Gerald would have no way of knowing. A predicament for sure. But until the storm ended, they would be okay. The predicted weather pattern gave them a solid three to four days, enough to cover Christmas and some change.

      She wandered back to the cabin and realized that there was technically only one more day until Christmas.

      What a way to spend the holiday.

      Her mother would be worried, but her sister had a vacation in Italy with her friends. Laura wished her family a happy holiday. Her friends and family would worry about her, but they’d be smart. No one would be out and about during this storm.

      She hoped.

      Once back inside and dried and dressed again, she stoked the fire and lit a few candles for light. Then she checked on Gerald.

      To her relief, he slowly woke. He felt cooler than before, so perhaps his fever had broken.

      “How do you feel?” she asked as he blinked up at her, the gold specks in his eyes bright amidst a sea of warm-honey brown. His pupils reacted well to the dim light. Rest would heal him quickly.

      “Better.” He yawned. “Thanks for taking care of things.” He closed his eyes again and drifted back to sleep.

      She yawned as well and realized it had to be easily after midnight. But she refused to rest in the off chance the raptors had followed.

      Instead, she took the candle near the bed and used it to illuminate the small kitchen. She found cans of food and a few packages of chips and cookies. Someone had been by recently to stock up, she noted with approval, spotting a ton of meat in the freezer behind the cabin, tucked under the porch. In the refrigerator, a block of cheese, a few oranges, and organic creamer—had to be the alpha—were in plentiful supply.

      They definitely wouldn’t starve while hiding out.

      And not that they were really hiding, considering she’d made a fire. Anyone looking for them would spot the smoke. Well, maybe, if the snow coming down didn’t mask it.

      She thought about it and realized they wouldn’t need to worry about the raptors until the storm broke. But she still wouldn’t sleep unless one of them could be on guard.

      It never hurt to be prepared.

      When dawn rose a few hours later, her eyes felt gritty from a lack of sleep. But seeing Gerald wake and well enough to use the bathroom by himself put her fears to rest.

      He reemerged and stretched, showing off that impressive torso and all that muscle.

      Despite her fatigue, her libido noticed. I’m not right in the head, there’s no other answer for it.

      “Glad to see you up and about.”

      He looked over at her and nodded. “The sleep really helped, thanks.”

      “We have a ton of food to ride out the storm, and I don’t think we’ll have any trouble from the raptors either. It’s pretty bleak outside.” The weather had grown worse as the night wore on.

      “Good to know.” He looked her over. “You look tired.”

      “I am, thanks.” How lovely of him to let her know she looked like crap. “I need to get some sleep.”

      He nodded. “I’ll keep watch.”

      “Good. Wake me if you need anything.”

      He gave her an odd look but didn’t reply except to nod once again.

      With her eyes feeling like lead, she crept into bed, surrounded by his scent, and settled into an easy sleep. And dreamed of one particular fox with golden eyes.
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