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      Nathan considered himself a reasonable man, and fairly easygoing for a bear. He had a good place. Good friends. So why he walked right up to the little wolf pup who had showed up in Glen Wood looking for his former pack members and stuck his face against the kid’s neck, he had no idea.

      The scent just… kinda called to him.

      There was a wildness, a deep odor that was tea and good mushrooms, soil and soap and heat. Something amazing. Nathan breathed deep over and over before someone cleared their throat. Maybe Mai?

      He pulled back just enough to see the kid, Halian, standing there all stiff, eyes wide, shaking hard. Oops.

      He lifted his head to nuzzle Halian’s cheeks one after another. Oh. Sweet. Sweet and scared and new and…. Oh. Poor baby. “Welcome.”

      “Thank you….” Halian shook for him like a baby bird under the eye of a cat, and he reached up and rested one hand on the skinny chest to feel the fluttering of Halian’s heart.

      Maicoh cleared his throat again, the big alpha wolf obviously trying to get his attention. “So, Nathan. What kind of soup?”

      “Chili.” He couldn’t look away from the sweet little wolf, even though that wasn’t what he was here for. He was here for his best friend, Ash, who was hurt, but…. Right. Chili. “Beans. Beef. Spice. Yum.”

      Mai stepped on his foot, hard, eyes flashing gold. “Well, Halian can take it while you stop inside and see Ash.”

      “Of course. Yes. I will.” Halian took the pot from his hands, damn near running away, and Nathan mourned the loss of that scent.

      Mai growled and poked him with one finger, puffing up like a bullfrog when they stood toe to toe. “Don’t hurt him. He’s been cowed enough.”

      Nathan blinked, utterly taken aback. “Hurt him?” He wanted to wrap Halian up, take him home, and keep him. Forever. Weird. “Why would I do that?” He genuinely felt as if he was waking up from a dream.

      “I don’t think you will.” Mai sighed softly. “I just needed to tell you. He’s like Ash used to be when he got here.”

      “He’s not like Ash.” Oh. Oh shit. Mai meant like Ash had felt. So the pack had made the poor baby miserable. He hated that shit. Thank the goddess herself that grizzlies were just… beartastic. They didn’t have the whole hierarchy thing most of the year. Salmon season, maybe.

      Ash had taken years to relax and stop being scared. Speaking of the goofy little river guide…. “How’s he doing?”

      “Ash? Sleeping. I thought I’d get you to check on him, to make sure I did a good job on his ankle. I know you know healing.”

      You think? He would have said it, but Mai could be a little hidebound with a buried sense of humor. Nathan really did have experience as a healer, though. “I do. Should I wait until he’s up and moving?”

      He didn’t want to wait. He wanted to go check that poor ankle and then go back downstairs and sniff the new little one all over. Would that be too much? It might scare him.

      “No, go ahead. If he sleeps through it, so much the better.” Mai was so worried, his brow furrowed.

      “Sure. I’ll be right back.”

      Nathan didn’t run. That would be unseemly—and look like he was a dancing bear, probably, as big as he was.

      Ash was crashed out, the sweet, dear wolf smelling of sunshine, river, and fading hurt. He stirred, smiling as Nathan walked in, and didn’t that feel amazing? His friend knew him even asleep.

      “Hey, hon. How’s that foot?”

      Ash’s smile widened at him, the expression only a little tentative. Those heavy dreads framed his face, making Ash look young, innocent, which was such a lie. “Hurts, but it’s not too bad, not like it was. Did you meet the new guy?”

      “Uh. Yeah.” He refused to be embarrassed. Much. “He seems to need some guidance.”

      “Guidance? He’s a baby. The new omega for the pack. It sucks.”

      “Well, then. That’s why he’s here, right?” Nathan would protect Halian if he could. He was a bear. A big one. “Mai asked if he could stay with me, since y’all’s house is wee.”

      “That sounds like a great idea.” Ash grimaced when Nathan poked at that poor foot.

      He sniffed all around it, eyes closing as he scented, searching for infection, for deep damage. It would need rest, ice, elevation, but it wasn’t hurt as badly as he feared. In fact, it was going to heal up nicely if Ash stayed off it.

      “No working at the coffeehouse, huh? Not until it heals. Let me wrap it up better.”

      By the time he was done immobilizing the ankle, Ash was asleep again, sprawled out like an exhausted child. So he headed back out to Mai’s little kitchen to heat up the chili.

      And see his new roommate and apologize for sniffing him. Because that wasn’t awkward at all.

      “How is he?” Mai asked. So worried. Nathan loved it. Ash deserved a mate who was concerned about him.

      “He’s fine. You did well.” He held out a hand to Halian. “Sorry about that before. Nathan.”

      Those huge green eyes stared up at him. “Halian.”

      Nathan took the hand that Halian offered him, holding it carefully. The scent of this little wolf made him giddy. “Nice to meet you. My sniffer gets the best of me sometimes. The soup doing okay?”

      Halian tried on a smile and did a fair job. “It smells amazing. So rich.”

      “Thanks. I love soup.”

      Mai snorted and rolled his eyes. “Almost as much as he likes bread with honey.”

      “I love bread with honey. And tea. Tea with honey.” And honey dripped on a lover to lap up. He licked his lips and groaned.

      Mai cleared his throat again. “Would you make Nathan a cup of tea, Halian? Double honey.”

      Hrm. Did Mai need one too? Was he coming down with something?

      “Sure.” Halian moved around them, opening cabinets and finding tea, honey, and cups. Look at that beautiful man. So lovely. Skinny. Halian needed cookies, maybe. Definitely some meat. Bread.

      Clothes that fit. Oh, he’d have to get hold of Martin while Ash was hurt. The marmot had wicked ability to find clothes that fit perfectly, or to tailor them, and Ash was the only one of them who could move in and out of Glen Wood. They all had their talents, right? Nathan’s was nurturing. He was very good at mentoring, and soothing, and loving.

      No one loved him back as much, but that was okay. He had a lot to give.

      “Here. Tea.”

      “Oh, thank you.” Their fingers brushed when he took the cup, which caused him to jump a little.

      “I—I’m sorry. I’m sorry. Static.” Halian’s eyes flashed up to his, the worry like a blade. So afraid of doing anything wrong, as if electricity was his fault.

      “Shh.” He smiled. “It’s dry here. Static is a thing.” There. That was soothing, right? “The tea smells lovely.”

      “Does it?” Halian sniffed, nostrils flaring. “It smells like you.” There was a bit of surprise on Halian’s face when he said it.

      Nathan smiled gently. “Thank you.” He watched Maicoh drift toward the door that hid Ash away, his expression distracted. They would have to go soon, Nathan thought. Mai and Ash wouldn’t care who was sitting in their front room.

      “I—do you want a bowl of your chili?” Halian asked.

      “I have more at my house.” He didn’t think Mai and Ash were going to wait for that ankle to heal to… get busy. “Would you like to come see? Mai and Ash are….”

      A long cry filled the air from the bedroom, and the sweet wolf’s face fell, the little pang of loss palpable. It nearly broke Nathan’s heart to see how Halian had pinned his hopes on Maicoh. He needed to get Halian away.

      He stood, holding out his hand. “Would you like to come with me? I can show you where you’ll be staying, and we can have some food.”

      “Please. I’ll have to go back to the pack soon, I guess, but… I appreciate it. I’ll be good, quiet, and I know how to clean.” Halian stared at his hand, lips twitching with nerves.

      “We’ll figure it out.” He leaned close. “Some people can’t figure out how to go back, hon. Would that be bad? If you had to stay here?” In fact, Ash was the only one he knew who could slip on purpose.

      “No!” Halian shook his head, eyes wide with hope. “No, it wouldn’t be bad at all.”

      “Oh, good.” Nathan moved slowly, not wanting to startle, then held his hand lower, less demanding. When Halian took it, he led the lovely young man out of Mai and Ash’s cabin. “You’re going to love the canyon.”

      “Have—have you been here long?”

      Nathan could feel electricity sliding through his arm up to the back of his neck from their contact. His nipples tightened, and he told his body to behave.

      “A while. I know most everyone.” He drew Halian over to his SUV, ready to show this one his house. He was proud of it, after all. All of his friends loved it, coming and going almost as much as he did. He loved having people over.

      “I’ve never been anywhere new. I didn’t know Ashkii was still alive until they sent me after Maicoh. I thought….” Halian sighed, staring down.

      “No, I imagine not. He’s thriving here. Just as you will. Some people are meant to leave the pack.” Nathan knew that with a deep certainty.

      “I—I was hoping. But he’s got a mate now, so….”

      Oh, poor sweet. Nathan understood. It was so hard to watch people pair off and know none of them were for you, especially one you had hero worship for. “Well, you can still find lots of happiness here, I promise. There’s a coffee shop and all sorts of stuff to see. Vapor caves and hot springs….” He got Halian into the vehicle, got it started so they could have the radio noise.

      “A coffee shop?” He got a shy smile, which lit up golden eyes in Halian’s lean face. “That’s cool.”

      “My sister runs it. She makes good cinnamon rolls.” He would have to get some from Angela to fatten up Halian. He thought Halian would love them, from the way he’d liked the smell of the tea.

      “Oh, you’ve got family here? Is your mate here too?”

      “I don’t have one.” Yet. Maybe…. Nathan tamped down on that for now.

      “Oh. Me either. I may not get one. Omegas sometimes don’t.”

      “Bears can be difficult too, sweet. We sleep a lot.”

      “Do you? Even as a person?” Those green eyes cut to him, studying him hard for mere seconds before Halian looked away.

      “Yeah. Not as much, but I do love to nap in the winter.” Nathan grinned a little.

      “That sounds nice, though. Napping somewhere warm.”

      “It does, huh? I bet you didn’t get the chance much at home.” He knew Ash and Maicoh’s pack lived out in the desert.

      Halian shrugged, the pain and fear in that motion making Nathan want to growl, to bare his teeth and warn everyone away.

      Glancing at him, Halian shrank away a little, and Nathan relaxed, worried he’d made Halian fear him. “Sorry, sweet. I was getting all protective. There’s my house.” He pointed up the ridge to where his A-frame jutted right out like part of the rock.

      “Oh….” The sound was awe and wonder, and it made him puff up a bit. Nathan got it. He’d worked on his home for years, making it a den he could be proud of.

      He patted Halian’s leg. “There are so many places to nap. We’ll have some food, and then we can be lazy. I promise.” Halian needed rest. Those poor nerves were shot.

      “I’ll sleep on the floor. My wolf is okay with that. Really.”

      “Halian. You don’t have to. In fact, that might insult me gravely. You’ll see.” Nathan grinned, because he did have about a dozen daybeds, beds, lounges, and sunken living room that was all pillows like a ball-pit situation…

      “I’m just grateful you’ll let me spend the night. This is such a new place.”

      “Well, if Mai and Ash weren’t, um, reconnecting, and their place is small….” Nathan took his hand back when he had to make the turn up his twisty drive.

      Halian nodded, shrinking a little. “I’d hoped… but mates are mates, right?”

      “They are. They’re lovely together too. You’ll see.” The last turn to his house almost made a man think he was going right off the canyon wall, but the view was breathtaking. “Ta-da.”

      Halian’s mouth was open, eyes wide. “Bear….”

      “You like it?” He wanted Halian to see this was a good place. A place to be safe and to recharge.

      “It’s the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen.”

      “Oh. That’s a wonderful thing to say.” He pulled in and parked. “Come on, I’ll show you the rest.”

      “Please. Thank you. I’d love that.” Halian trembled as they walked up to the house.

      Nathan opened the door, letting Halian in with a flourish. “Welcome!”

      “Thank you, sir.” Halian stepped in, offering him a quiet little grin.

      “You’re welcome. The whole floor is the living area. There’s a bathroom over there, and this is the kitchen.” He led the way through the front door, then across to the dining area, where floor-to-ceiling windows looked out.

      “You live here? It’s beautiful, seriously.” Halian looked a little wild around the edges.

      “Is it too open?” He knew some people had a fear of that.

      “Too open to what?”

      Oh. Right. Desert.

      “The windows, I meant.” He chuckled. “Let’s get you some chili and some bread.” He wanted to see Halian eat.

      “I could have some chili. It smelled so good, I mean, at Maicoh’s.”

      “Thank you.” Nathan bustled about, grabbing containers and heating up chili. He laid out cheese and cornbread, onions and sour cream.

      Halian stared at the food, vibrating, almost salivating.

      “Help yourself, sweet. There’s a bunch. What do you like to drink?”

      “Do you, um, do you have Coke?”

      “I do. Would you like one?” Halian looked so hopeful that Nathan was glad he could do this small thing.

      “I would, yes. Please. I mean, if you have one to spare.”

      “Of course.” Nathan pulled out a Coke and a bottled iced coffee. Angela, his sister with the coffee shop, made him his own cold brew, and he was addicted. “Let’s make ourselves a bowl of chili and go sit in the sun.”

      “That sounds great.” Halian was smiling now, looking surer of himself. He even ate a piece of cheese.

      “There’s a spot out on the deck that’s perfect. You can see the river.” He led Hali out, and they both settled, the sun beating down in the best way.

      “Oh.” Halian seemed to uncurl a little. Yeah, he was probably used to a little warmer days than here. “It’s beautiful. So different from home.”

      “I bet. I mean, I’ve driven through.”

      Halian grimaced. “Yeah. People do that a lot and keep going.”

      He wanted to touch, so he focused on his chili, the spoon feeling tiny in his hand.

      “You’re a grizzly, hmm?”

      “I am. I didn’t fit in at home either.” Was that assuming too much?

      “No? Did you get sent away?”

      “Not really. Angela and I went in search of someplace we could be happier. I’m very lucky to have my sister.”

      “Oh, a packmate. I understand. It’s good with someone else.”

      “Yes. She understands me. Bears are generally solitary, but I love to be with others.”

      Halian offered him a gentle, careful smile. “Thank you for letting me be here with you.”

      “Thank you for coming with me! I love showing off my house.” He should have a party. Just because.

      “It’s cozy and bright.” Halian scraped the bowl completely clean, and he stood, taking the bowl.

      “We need more.”

      “We do?”

      “Mmm. Would you get me another bowl while you get some?” Halian was clearly used to having resources withheld. Nathan didn’t believe in that. It took a village, and this whole pick-on-the-omega thing was bullshit.

      “Yes, sir. Thank you.” There was a little shiver, and Halian wet his lips convulsively.

      “I’m just so hungry.” For Halian, to be honest.

      Halian’s nostrils flared, the pretty wolf scenting him. Nathan drew in a breath, and damned if he couldn’t smell arousal. Yum. He loved that, the sweetness, the richness of a needing man. It made his mouth water. This one especially smelled of good, wild honey.

      Still, patience was important. That was the way.

      “Go on, sweet. Go fix us each another bowl.”

      “Okay.” Halian trotted off, and Nathan watched the bounce in the kid’s step. That made him happy. It honestly did.

      Halian needed a friend, someone to care for him until he gained confidence. Nathan knew he was the man for the job, and he could keep his hands to himself if need be. If need didn’t…. Well, that would come.

      When Halian was ready for a lover, Nathan would be there, waiting.

      Right now, well, he figured Halian had a whole new world to explore.
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      Halian washed the dishes and made sure not to clank the bowls together. He didn’t want to upset Mr. Nathan, not at all. He wanted to be able to rest safely for a night. Just one night.

      This was… well, this house was so much more than a good place. It vibrated these amazing, calming vibes. Like, total love. He wanted to sink into it and stay, but he didn’t want to be a problem either. He wanted to help.

      So he would clean and be silent. That was good. Maybe Mr. Nathan would forget about him.

      He could be a ghost in the A-frame. The thought made a chuckle escape him, and he looked around to make sure no one heard. Nathan was humming in the main room, then music started to play, so he breathed a sigh of relief.

      He swept the floor and mopped it, making sure it was spotless.

      “Halian? What are you doing, sweet?” Nathan wandered over to the kitchen, eyebrows rising. “Oh, how lovely. You didn’t have to clean up, but it looks amazing.”

      “I—I wanted to help.” He blinked up at the huge man with the gorgeous dark eyes.

      “You did too! Will you come sit with me? I have some ice cream I’ve been dying to try. They’re little cones in their own wee packages.” Nathan made sure the floor was dry before tiptoeing to the freezer.

      “I will.” He was fascinated by Nathan, curious to see what little meant to the big man.

      The ice creams were in normal-size sugar cones, the kind with the pointy ends. They had a ball of ice cream with nuts all around it.

      “Thank you. Really. I appreciate it.” He loved sweets. They came so rarely.

      “No problem at all. I have a bit of a sweet tooth. It’s why I have a gym. Since I don’t actually fully hibernate all winter, I would look like a giant panda instead of a grizzly unless I worked out.” Nathan’s little laugh was so humble it was cute.

      “You definitely are a grizzly. No question.” Hopefully that wasn’t too forward.

      “I am!” Nathan yawned. “Do you like movies? I have an entertainment room with all these movies and couches and pillows. That way if I nod off, you’re not bored.”

      “I do. Can I come with you? I’d love to see.”

      “Yes! Come on.” Nathan tossed their ice cream wrappers, then led him down a flight of stairs to a huge family room with a pool table and big windows out to a deck. At one end was a closed-off media room, though somehow it managed to be cozy and open rather than weird and claustrophobic. “Come and sit with me, hmm? It’s comfortable and soft.”

      “Thank you.” He chose a section of one of the big couches, curling up, knees under his chin.

      Nathan put on a movie, then flopped on the other end of the moon-shaped sofa from him, groaning happily.

      The ice cream was sweet and cold, and he lapped it up, careful not to spill a drop. Nathan was a little messier, but watching the big man lick his fingers was both funny and oddly sexy, so Halian wouldn’t complain.

      He snuggled into the sofa, humming deep in his chest. So soft. So warm. And it smelled like… well, deep. Musky. He supposed it was bear, and that should scare him, but it comforted him.

      “It’s good, I know. Do you like funny? I love to laugh. I like singing too.”

      “I like to laugh.” Did anyone not like it? Maybe someone did. He thought his alpha might hate it….

      That didn’t matter, though. What mattered was that he was here, now, tonight. Not there.

      Nathan started a movie that had a board game that turned into a video game, and he stared at the screen, not really fascinated, but not wanting to insult Nathan. Soon enough, he did find he was laughing along, and when he glanced at Nathan, the big guy was asleep.

      He carefully got up, got a blanket and bent to put it over the sleeping bear, gasping softly as Nathan grabbed him and drew him in, one hand stroking his hair.

      “You’re safe, little wolf. I swear on the moon.”

      He lay there, stiff as a board, for long moments. But Nathan didn’t bite or scratch, simply smoothed that hand over his head, breathing deep enough that Halian rose and fell with Nathan’s chest.

      Finally he chuckled, shook his head, and let himself relax.

      Nathan was asleep again in no time, big hand resting on his back, keeping him there. That was okay. Nathan was warm and fuzzy and comforting, and he was so tired.

      So tired and so lonely.

      How had he been so stupid? How had he thought Maicoh would accept him away from the pack? He was so stupid. Such an idiot.

      Maicoh had Ash. That was, like, constant as the moon. He had no idea what he was going to do. The pack—what if they came looking for him? It was Maicoh they wanted, but he could be punished.

      You’d be punished regardless.

      He shook his head. He was safe right now. Nathan was bigger than any wolf as a human. Halian could sleep, just for a little while. Right here.

      “No one will hurt you. Rest.” Nathan’s voice echoed in him. “No one.”

      No one.

      He closed his eyes, trusting in that rumble, and he cuddled in.

      Sleep now. The rest would work itself out later.
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      Nathan woke up feeling happy, warm, and horny.

      He often woke up warm and horny, but the odd happiness buzzing in his chest was new. He yawned, trying to pin down the feeling, and then he stretched, the pressure of another body sliding against him. Huh. Weird. He cracked an eye open, tickled to see that little Halian had come to sleep with him. Nathan hummed. He did like a snuggle, and he didn’t get near enough these days.

      Halian was lovely—his looks were closer to Ash’s than Mai’s. Dark hair, but lean and drawn, with tons of marks from bites and scratches.

      Poor baby. He’d heard from Ash how hard it was to be an omega, but this was just… barbaric.

      Nathan did not approve, and he felt like maybe Mai didn’t either, which was handy. He intended to keep this one, if Hali was willing. His bear wanted to keep Halian safe.

      And not in that mother hen sort of way. More in that “I want to be his lover” kind of way.

      Oh, he could be patient. Halian thought he was in love with Mai, and he was so… hurt. So fragile. Nathan’s patience would be rewarded, though. He knew it. Hali would be his.

      And if he was wrong, then he would be Halian’s defender, his friend.

      Everyone needed a bear. Liam had told him that more than once, bemoaning the fact that they weren’t attracted to each other.

      He grinned at that, stroking Halian’s lean back. That spine was too pronounced, too knobby. He needed to make cookies. Surely Halian liked cookies. Mai and Ash did. Scone with berries were good too, but that was more bear food…. Oatmeal scotchies. That was the ticket.

      As if he could hear Nathan’s thoughts, Halian’s belly rumbled.

      Some protein too, to make him strong again.

      “Mmm… bacon now, cookies for snacks.”

      Halian’s eyes popped open, the green there bright with fear, with total panic.

      “Shhh. All is well, Halian. It’s Nathan, remember? We had a nap, but I think it’s time for another snack. Would you like to help me make cookies?” He rubbed that thin back some more, long, soothing strokes.

      “Cookies. I can help. Yes. Nathan. You’re real. I slept hard. Hello.” Oh, sweet wolf.

      “Hello, sweet. I liked napping with you. You sleep hard, did you know?”

      “I’ve been so tired,” Halian admitted. “You have a good home. Quiet. Safe.”

      And Nathan thought the little wolf had been craving both quiet and safety.

      “It can be quite loud when I have a party, but that’s not very often,” Nathan admitted.

      “I can see that this place would be perfect for gatherings. It’s so wonderful.”

      “Thank you.” Nathan gave Halian a little squeeze before letting go. “So. Snack.”

      “Yes. I’ll help.” He could almost see Halian wagging.

      “Yay!” He lifted Halian up, then rose himself. “We can put the bacon in the broiler while we get the first batch of cookies ready to go.”

      “We can have bacon and cookies?” Look at those wide eyes.

      “We can. I was thinking oatmeal scotchies, but peanut butter might be nice too. What do you like best?”

      “I love both. What’s your favorite?”

      “Mmm. Depends on the day. I think protein wins and peanut butter goes better with bacon, hmm?” Nathan wandered to the kitchen, knowing Halian would follow. The lad was so eager to please, and Nathan would have to work not to take advantage of that.

      The soft footsteps padded after him, the scent of Halian chasing him.

      Lovely man. Nathan wanted to strip him naked and sniff him all over. A bear lived by his nose far more than any wolf, and Halian’s smell teased him. Poked and prodded him. He licked his lips, then pulled bacon out of the fridge.

      Halian’s smell was heaven and promised so much.

      Halian looked at him. “Do I need a bath? Do I smell bad?”

      “What? No. Why?”

      “Your nose keeps working hard.” Halian shrugged, a small movement. “And you sniffed me. At Maicoh’s.”

      “I like the way you smell,” Nathan said. “Very much. More than bacon.”

      “That’s very much. Very.” Halian leaned close, inhaling deeply.

      “I know.” How could he not smile at that? He liked fish that way, but the wolves always went for pig.

      “You smell like… honey. Honey and something else. Something good.”

      “Oh, I thought you were sniffing the bacon!” Delighted, he reached out to squeeze Halian’s upper arm.

      “That’s better when it’s cooking. You smell good just as you are.”

      “I’m so glad you think so.” He set the food aside so he could take Halian in a hug. Nathan loved hugs.

      “Oh.” Halian stiffened for a second, then melted into him.

      “Shhh.” Yes, little wolf. Relax and let me care for you.

      “Thank you. You are… warm.”

      “Too warm?” Nathan knew he could be like a large space heater. Sometimes people said he was too hot, and had to not snuggle with him anymore, and some people, like Ash, liked how hot he was because they were all skin and bones.

      “No. No, perfect. I slept so well. Napped.”

      “You did. All I want you to do the next few days is nap and rest and eat.” Keeping his voice light, he kind of… danced Halian around the kitchen, humming a few bars of an old waltz.

      “I can stay a little while?”

      “You can stay as long as you need. It sounds like where you came from wasn’t good, hmm? Not for you, anyway. I like company.” That was why he was here, right? In Glen Wood. He was an odd bear.

      “It was…. It’s hard, being the little wolf. Being the omega. Ashkii was that too.”

      “I know. Bless him, he was so skinny when he came. So sad.” He rubbed Halian’s back, offering comfort and safety.

      “I’m not that sad. I—I want to be useful so I can stay. I don’t want to go back.” The words were offered over like jewels.

      “Hmm. Well, then. Cookies, ho!” He loved the simple act of cooking with another person. It told Nathan so much about the person in question, whether they rushed or took their time, made a mess or carefully cleaned up. All were fine; he liked to see.

      “Do you have a recipe book, or do you know?” Halian blinked at him, nice and slow, like he’d been dazed by their connection.

      “The peanut butter ones I cheat on. A cup of sugar, a cup of peanut butter, and an egg. That way I don’t even have to get out the flour.” He winked when Halian gaped a little. “So simple, right? I mean, I have the one in the Pillsbury book when I want to be fancy, but we just want cookies.”

      “Wow. If I’d known that, I would have had more cookies. How can I help?”

      “The sugar is in the second canister from the right there, and the eggs are in the fridge.” Bacon. Peanut butter. Lalala. Nathan moved around the kitchen, and Halian slid around him a little like a moon. Always in orbit and never colliding.

      Halian tickled the hell out of him, remembering the recipe and making it without a bit of trouble. They spooned balls of dough onto a cookie sheet, then popped them into the bottom oven.

      “So it’s two? I mean, they’re both ovens?” Halian asked.

      “It is. I love it.” Nathan’s smile was so warm. “I like to cook.”

      “Wow.” Halian turned and began washing dishes. Someone had been told to keep his home, wherever it had been, clean. Nathan would have to teach Halian how to leave the occasional dish in the sink. They had a dishwasher, and sometimes it was fun to be lazy.

      Someone had driven the little wolf hard, making him shaky and worried. It was wrong. Stress was a terrible thing. The pack Ash and Halian came from needed to change. They had issues with cruelty, and that sucked.

      Especially when it was so unnecessary. A pack was meant to work together, wasn’t it? Everyone had a place. What had happened to Ash and Halian seemed so mean.

      “Mmm. Cookie dough.” Nathan ate a bite, then offered one to Halian.

      Halian opened his mouth, the act easy as pie and quite possibly the most erotic thing Nathan’d even seen. His whole body surged, but Nathan tamped it down, not wanting to scare the lad. He fed Halian that bite, watching as he hummed and licked his lips.

      “So yummy. Thank you.” Halian grabbed him in a quick hug scented of peanut butter. “Really. I can’t tell you thank you enough.”

      “You’re very welcome.” He was happy to hold on. Not to restrain, but to give Halian what he needed. Physical contact was so important, and so many of them—human, shifters, animals—didn’t get enough.

      “So, what else can I do to help? Is there anything you need?”

      “Mmm. Talk to me? Tell me about the desert. What’s your favorite part?” He got lonely sometimes.

      “The flowers when it rains. I love flowers.” Halian stayed close, nose working. “I love the sound of water.”

      “Oh, we have to go to the falls. I love to hike. When you’re used to the altitude, we’ll go.” Hanging Lake was a thousand-foot trail, mostly straight up.

      “Just let me know and I’ll be ready. I want to see everything. Everything.”

      “I want you to as well.” He felt very daring when he let his lips graze Halian’s temple. Then the timer went off and he had to save the cookies.

      The bacon was starting to smell good, the cookies smelled amazing, and better than all of it was Halian.

      Nathan was so happy he couldn’t help but let it spill over, doing a little dance as he put another sheet of cookies in.

      Halian’s little chuff of laughter made him shake it harder, and that got him more of the joy he was looking for.

      “You should see me dance as a bear. I look like a Disney character.” He swung his butt from side to side.

      “Really? I’ve never met any bears before. I bet you’re glorious and warm and beautiful.”

      “Oh, thank you.” He watched Halian slide cookies onto a cooling rack. “And I bet your wolf is sharp and quick and curious.”

      “I’m little, but I’m fast. Really. I can run.”

      “I would love to see that sometime. See you get out in the open and truly go.” He wanted to see all the things.

      “Maybe we could sometime. Shift, I mean. Us. Together.”

      “I would love that.” Nathan eyed the bacon. Another minute or so.

      “Me too.” Halian blushed and ducked his head, moving in a way that spoke of pleasure and the need to please.

      He could eat this one up. Nibble nibble.

      “Do bears play? Like what does your bear like?”

      “Oh, I love to play. To fish. Sleep in the sun. Scratch my back on trees.”

      “I’ll scratch your back, if you get itchy.” Halian was going to kill him. There was a sweet innocence there, but also a natural sensuality he longed to explore.

      “I’ll let you, sweet. Let’s have a cookie to see how they came out.” He grabbed two glasses. “Milk?”

      Halian’s lips parted. “Please?”

      “I love milk!” Liam was the only one who shared his love for it. It would be so nice to have someone to drink it with. Halian was just perfect.

      Halian panted softly, his eyelids heavy. “Me too.”

      Oh, poor baby, to be denied such a simple thing. He supposed where Halian was from, goat milk was more usual, so maybe it wasn’t simple for him.

      Nathan found two glasses, then filled them with milk from the fridge. He got them both some cookies, turned off the bacon, then headed to the table to share. Dessert first, since that was the treat Halian seemed most interested in, bless him.

      Halian sat and waited for him to sit, to eat, even though he was shivering with hunger.

      “Hey, anytime you want to eat something, what I have is yours, okay?” He pushed over the cookies.

      “I don’t want to be rude. I don’t want you not to like me.” The words were a bare whisper.

      “I think that might be impossible. You’re amazing. I know these things.” He tapped the side of his nose. His nose knew.

      “Amazing? Me?” He loved that little grin. “That’s cool.”

      “I know it. We’re going to be grand friends.” And more, but friends were important in a couple. That they have things in common and like each other.

      The rest could come later, and it would be amazing.

      “I’d like to be friends.”

      “I would too. So, there we are.” Nathan picked up his milk glass, waiting to clink it with Halian’s, who didn’t leave him hanging at all.

      They drank deep together, and then fell on the cookies like they were ravenous. Hungry as he was, though, Halian gave him the lion’s share. The bear’s share?

      So he gave Halian more of the bacon, making it seem as though he’d eaten a few pieces pulling it off the pan. As he ate, Halian relaxed, smiling and laughing happily at his jokes.

      Poor baby was starving. He’d have to feed Halian often to begin with, like a runt puppy. He needed to feel comfortable all the time. Nathan wanted Halian to be healthy, happy.

      Halian sucked down half a dozen cookies, a good bit of bacon, and two glasses of milk. Nathan would have to get a grocery delivery.

      “I have some money. A little bit. I can pay for the food. I promise.”

      Nathan blinked. How had the pup known? “Oh, we’ll work that out, hon. You keep that money for now. I won’t ask anything weird, I promise.”

      “I just—I don’t want to be a burden to you. You let me visit, sleep.”

      “And you are keeping me company. That’s worth gold to me.”

      What a lovely happy smile, and the squeeze to his hand made him chuckle.

      “Would you like to take a walk? Or we could actually watch a movie and I won’t sleep through it.”

      “I’d love to go outside and see things. See things you love.”

      “Then we’ll have a wander.” He stood, bouncing. His acreage was absolutely gorgeous.

      “How long have you been here? Did you grow up here?”

      “No. No, I was actually born up in Alaska.” He’d known in his bones there was somewhere else for him, though. Known it.

      “Alaska? So far?” Like it was the moon.

      “Yes. I don’t know what drew me here. I worked my way down with my sister. Backpacking.”

      “That sounds nice, actually. Not too frightening.”

      “No, it was kinda fun.” There had been moments…. He and Angela had learned a lot about the real world. And now they were here, outside of the real. Here was better. He would protect it with his life.

      “Are you all right? You look so sad.”

      “Huh? Oh, there were a few bumps along the way.” He found another smile for Halian. “Come on, you. Let’s go. I want you to see the crazy chipmunks!”

      “Crazy chipmunks? Do you feed them? Are they nice?” Halian reached for him and held his hand.

      “They are nice, but they get right up on your feet! They like food.” The feel of Halian’s hand in his made Nathan want to roar with happiness.

      “What kind? Of food? Nuts?”

      “I usually feed them good quality wild birdseed. Martin says that’s what they like.”

      “Martin?” Halian’s fingers moved on his hand, petting him.

      “Mmm. He’s a friend. A marmot shifter. Can you imagine? He’s so funny.” Nathan adored the little weirdo.

      “Oh, you have lots of friends. How cool! Mai was my friend. Now I have you too.”

      “You do. Ash is your friend too, you know. Or he will be. But I really think you’ll like it here and make lots of friends.” He tucked Halian’s hand into the crook of his arm. “I want us to be special friends, though.”

      “I’d like that, very much.” Halian leaned against him, heavy and solid.

      “I would too.” Feeling daring, he pressed a kiss to the top of Halian’s head, that hair wild and still smelling of the desert somehow.

      “Oh.”

      Yes. Oh. There was electricity buzzing through that kiss, an unseen force that was telling him Halian was the one for him. His to love. Goddess, let it be true.

      He believed in that, that the river brought you what you needed. “Let’s walk.”

      “Sounds perfect. Thank you.”

      They held hands, wandering outside to the trail that led up the canyon wall behind his house.

      “So, is this the new wolf? Are we going to be a wolf sanctuary now?” Liam stood there in his too-big jeans and his huge hat, scowling at Halian, who’d retreated behind Nathan.

      “Liam, be nice.” Nathan grinned widely. “I like your hat. Halian, this is our resident grumpy kitty, Liam. Liam, Halian. He’s a friend of Maicoh’s.”

      “Oh, hello, Mr. Liam. It’s nice to meet you.”

      “Are you bringing more with you?”

      “More what?” Halian looked utterly confused.

      “Wolves.”

      “What? No. They sent me to bring Maicoh back.” Halian touched his back.

      “Liam, honestly. Go dip in the hot tub and calm down.”

      “I promise. No one is coming for me. They want Maicoh to make babies, but he’s mated.”

      “Huh. Mai doesn’t seem like the baby type.”

      “No. No, he really doesn’t.” Halian chuckled softly.

      Liam snorted. “Well? Feed me something.”

      Nathan bit back a grin. “There’s chili. Peanut butter cookies. A few slices of bacon left. Go help yourself. We’re going on a walk.”

      “Thanks, bear. Pup.” Liam stomped toward the house.

      “Is he okay?” Halian asked.

      “He’s always like that. Kell swears he spent too much time in his cougar form and forgot how to interact, but I think that’s just Kell being a butthead.”

      “Maybe he needs a snuggle.”

      Possibly, but not from his Halian. Not yet.

      “I bet he needs a nap. He’ll have a snack too. He forgets to eat.”

      “Oh, that’s too bad. He’ll find the cookies, I bet.”

      “And the chili. And and….” He laughed, hiking up the hill.

      Halian chuckled with him, their shared joy filling the air. They held hands, wandering, and soon they were high enough for the chipmunks to come.

      Halian plopped down on the ground and waited, eyes sharp.

      Nathan spread out a trail of birdseed, singing to them as was his wont. Soothing his friends. Halian leaned against him, sharing their scents.

      That made his eyes cross with pleasure. So sweet.

      “I can smell you, bear. It’s so different.”

      “Is that bad?” He hoped not. Nathan wanted to be a good thing.

      “It’s perfect. It’s new and wonderful.” Halian inhaled deep, nostrils flaring.

      “Oh, good.” He leaned, putting an arm around Halian, watching the little ones eat.

      Halian watched with rapt fascination, wide-eyed and wondering. The chipmunks got brave soon enough, coming right up to chitter at them, which made them both laugh.

      “Why aren’t they afraid of us?” Halian asked.

      “I think they’re used to me? I’ve never hurt them, so they have no reason to worry.”

      “No. You’re not that hungry. You have cookies.”

      Nathan was already beginning to fall in love with the tiny glimpses of humor Halian offered.

      “I do. Even in my bear I prefer fish to chipmunks…,” he teased.

      “Salmon, trout, tuna?”

      “I love them all. My natural diet is salmon, but here I catch trout, and I eat tuna right out of the can.” He glanced at Halian. “What’s your favorite?”

      “Chicken. I love chicken. All sorts.”

      “Mmm. I like chicken pot pie. I should make some.”

      Those pretty clear eyes met his, the fear in them faded now, easier “Can you show me how?”

      “I can! I love to make pie crusts. Oh, we’ll have such fun.” He hugged Halian to him, and the chipmunks all scattered, chittering and telling him off.

      Halian laughed. “Too much for them.”

      “I think they thought I was going to eat you. I want to kiss you, but not hurt you.”

      “Do you? Want to?” Halian’s eyes were like glass, so clear with the sun shining in.

      “I do.” He might as well be honest, right?

      “Okay. I’ve never kissed a bear before.”

      “No?” He wanted to ask who Halian had kissed, but that was intrusive, so instead he pulled the lad close, staring at that pretty mouth.

      “No. No, but I want to kiss you, bear. Is that weird?”

      “Not one bit.” Now he had permission, so Nathan closed the last few inches between them, settling his mouth against Halian’s. His pup was tea and honey and sex and peanut butter and brightness. Halian tasted like sunshine.

      He moaned a little, so caught up, so taken with this sweet man. Nathan had never been so fast to need someone.

      A wild gronk came from the trees, and he groaned.

      “Go find Liam, Kell. He’s in the hot tub. Shoo.”

      Halian looked up, scanning the tree line. “Another friend?”

      “Raven. Watch your hair.” Kell took a hank from every newcomer, trading it for a shiny rock or some such.

      “Hello, friend raven! There are cookies!”

      A huge black bird fluttered down to them, landing gracefully, then coming to poke at Nathan’s leg.

      “He means at the house, dork. Liam is there.”

      “You’re beautiful.” Halian leaned against Nathan, cuddling in. “Such shiny feathers.”

      Kell preened his wing, looking proud as a peacock. Which, raven…. Nathan chuckled, holding Halian close.

      “There are peanut butter cookies down there. Bacon too, if Mr. Liam left any.”

      At the mention of Liam, that shiny black beak clicked, and Nathan could sense Halian’s confusion. A cat and a bird—even wonderful ones like Liam and Kell, weren’t a love match.

      Most of the time, they were prey and predator.

      “Go on, Kell. All will be explained. I’ll introduce you to Halian when you can talk and all.” He winked, then made shooing motions again with his free hand.

      “GrrrrONK!” Kell flew off, leaving a little whirlwind of dust behind him.

      “Silly bird,” Nathan murmured. “Looks like there’s a meet up happening at my house.”

      “Do we need to go?” Halian’s hand slid down his arm.

      “No. They’ll eat and dip and nap.” They could enjoy each other, and if Angela or Martin arrived, Kell would feed them.

      “Oh, good.” Halian moved into his lap, and he wasn’t sure if the little wolf knew how dangerous that was, how much he wanted.

      Then again, some of the signs would be tough to miss now. Nathan was about as hard as he’d ever been. He took another kiss because he had to.

      Halian’s hands slid over his shoulders, the touch featherlight and sweet as hell.

      That feeling of glorious need rushed over him again, Halian such an enormous source of joy. There was a heady scent of arousal pouring off his little wolf, so much promise. Nathan wanted to smother him with kisses, to rub against him until they both came.

      Goddess, please let him take this slow, careful. He would never hurt Halian. Ever. Something of what he was thinking must have shown on his face, because Halian stroked his cheek with gentle fingers.

      “I have you, Nathan. I promise. You’re okay.”

      “You’re a love.” He rubbed noses with Halian, showing his approval.

      “I’m not, but thank you for saying so.”

      “No you are. I just—you make me happy.”

      Look at that smile. Goddess help him, it was radiant. Halian needed someone to love him. Someone who cared for him in the same way Halian cared for them. Mai hadn’t been able to do that because he was mated to Ash.

      Nathan was selfish enough to be grateful.

      “Can I kiss you again? Please?” Halian rubbed their noses together, a soft moan brushing his lips.

      “Please. Yes, please.” He wanted Halian to control this kiss. Nathan kept his eyes open this time so he could see Halian’s face, even though his lashes immediately tried to droop when their mouths met.

      Halian was painfully gentle, tongue lapping at his lips, begging them to open. Nathan let him in, let him explore, encouraging with tiny noises. Halian moaned into his lips, answering his song.

      Yes. This felt so perfect. So right. He put one hand on Halian’s lower back, a compromise when he wanted to grab that tight ass.

      Halian groaned softly, hips wagging in a sweet little dance that made him achingly hard. He arched up, letting Halian feel it. Maybe a bit of a warning as well as a pleasure.

      Halian’s eyes crossed, and to his surprise, his pup pushed down against him.

      “Oh.” Now his hands had a mind of their own, slipping down to cup Halian’s butt. He pulled them closer together, the scent of them mingling so amazing. Halian was hard for him, rocking toward him with a grunt and a groan.

      “Sweet.” He let them feel each other, let that friction be enough for a few minutes.

      Halian nodded, swallowing hard. “You’re—it’s good. The kisses.”

      “Yes. I love kissing you.” He wanted Halian to be at ease, though. Not to worry that he would push too far.

      “I promise to be good. I swear on my tail.”

      “Shh. You’re wonderful just as you are.”

      Halian wiggled for him, the joy overwhelming and wondrous. In fact, that earned him another kiss too, this one far less cautious.

      Oh, he was over the moon. So brave, so happy—Nathan loved this. You’ll grow to love him, his inner voice told him. Get to know him.

      Halian rested their foreheads together, both of them breathing hard. “Wow.”

      “Mmm.” He wanted… so many things. But he refused to treat Halian with less than anything but care, and they were out where anyone could see. “You make me reckless, sweet.”

      “Is that bad, bear?” Halian stroked one hand through his hair.

      “Not one bit. The ground is too hard for what I want, though, and my house is crowded.” He laughed wryly.

      “It won’t be like that forever, will it?” Sweet pup.

      “No, not at all.” He lifted Halian to his feet, then stood, brushing off leaves. “In fact, neither Liam nor Kell are late-night guys.” They wandered back down toward the house. It would be good for Halian to meet both guys in a more civilized place, and he would bet Angela would be there, wanting to hear about Ash.

      “I like the night, the moon, but I guess you could guess that.”

      “I could. I like both. I sleep all day sometimes so I can wander all night among the trees. Then again, I also like bad movies and popcorn.” He wanted to know what Halian liked to watch, to do in his spare time.

      “Popcorn….” Oh, that was a happy, hungry noise.

      “I love popcorn! With honey roasted peanuts. Oh, yum.” He pulled Halian into a wee dance.

      “Honey and peanuts? Together?”

      “Yep. With a dusting of sugar once you roast them.” They had so many treats to explore.

      “I—can we do that? I will… I don’t have money, just enough to get home, but…. Nuts and honey.”

      “I have peanuts and honey. We’ll do it tonight.” Halian was so worried about money, but they shared in Glen Wood. “There’s plenty of work here. Don’t worry about that.”

      “Oh, I can work. I work hard.” Halian bumped their shoulders together. “I am going to try to stay. I will ask Mai to be part of his pack, so I can be here.”

      “Okay.” He had no idea what that meant. Academically, he did, but Liam was right. They could only support so many apex predators. Mai couldn’t be bringing wolves willy-nilly. Not that his Halian was willy or nilly.

      “Is that bad?” Halian put a bit of space between them. “I’m not asking to stay in your house. I can stay in the mountains. Even under Mai’s house when it’s cold. There’s a space.”

      “No! No, I got lost thinking for a moment. I want you to stay in my house”—forever—“as long as you want.”

      Goddess, his little wolf was sensitive, pulling emotions from the air, it seemed.

      Halian nodded. “Well, I can live with that.”

      “Oh, excellent.” He dared a little butt pat.

      Halian shivered for him. “You have a big hand.”

      “I suppose I do. I can be very gentle.” That seemed important.

      “I can too. I can be toothy too, if I need to be.” Halian met his eyes. “I can protect you.”

      “I would love that.” Sometimes he slept so hard. People had taken things from him when he did.

      “You have my word.”

      “Thank you, sweet. Every light in the house, hmm?” His house was all lit up.

      “Oh. Oh! It’s pretty. Look at it!” The happy clapping made him scoop Halian up, spin him around.

      “It is pretty.” Nathan relented. Hopefully his friends had heated up enough food for them too. He was hungry again.

      The house smelled like chili and cornbread, chips and salsa, and…. Mmm. Apple pie. Sister was here!

      “Come meet Angela.” He dragged Halian into the kitchen from the back door, so eager to show him off.

      “Nathan! How’s Ash? How bad is he hurt? Where’s the new wolf?”

      “This is Halian. Halian, my sister, Angie.” He presented his sweet wolf like a gift. “Ash will be fine. Twisted ankle.”

      “Ma’am.” Halian smiled over, the look sweet, if tentative.

      “Oh, what a sweet face you have.” She rushed to Halian, patting his cheeks with her big paws, er, hands. She was a handsome big bear woman.

      “Thank you. Your brother has been very kind to me.”

      “He’s a kind man, but I can tell you’re special.” Angie whirled to hug Nathan. “I brought apple pie for tonight, and cinnamon rolls for you two for breakfast.” She gave everyone but him and Halian a stern look. “I did have a bowl of chili. It’s luscious.”

      “Thank you.” He beamed. “You’ll love her pie.” He wouldn’t rub the cinnamon rollness in right now.

      “I will. I love apples and pie.” Halian blushed dark. “I like food.”

      “Me too!” Angela clapped her hands. “Can I fix you both a bowl of chili?”

      “Please, Sister. Halian needs a snack before we make honey roasted peanuts.”

      “Oh! I can help get those started if you want, but you’ll have to finish them up. I have to run in a few.”

      “That’s okay, hon. I want to show Halian so he can make them if he wants them.” He winked.

      She rumbled, a happy sound. “Of course.”

      Angela met his eyes, a deep satisfaction in them. She understood.

      “Thank you.” He led Halian to a seat, nudging Liam with his elbow. “Did you soak?”

      “I did. Thanks for the food. I’ll bring elk sausage tomorrow.” Liam’s growl was almost nice.

      “Thank you.” He rubbed Liam’s back, then sat down between Liam and Halian. “It smells so good in here. Thank you for sharing food, my friends.”

      “Kell went to find treasures for Ash to barter on the other side. He said thank you for the cookies.” Liam gave him an enigmatic smile.

      “You’re welcome.” Such a busy bird, that Kell. He kept them all in tiny luxuries, though.

      “Everyone has their jobs, hmm?” Halian asked.

      “We do.” Angie gave him an approving glance. “We all contribute. Well, Liam, come on with me. I need help lifting some boxes.”

      “It’s almost time to hunt, bear.” Liam grumped, but his heart wasn’t in it, Nathan could tell.

      “Is it? Just let me know.” Nathan wished Liam was happier. His friend made his heart hurt.

      “I will. Enjoy the pup, hmm?”

      “Night, my friend.” He hugged them all off, and then suddenly they were alone.

      “Oh.” Halian laughed. “Now it’s so quiet.”

      “Does the noise bother you?” He would hate that, for Halian to be upset, but Halian just shook his head.

      “No. No, laughter is magical.”

      “It is.” Halian understood. Nathan took a kiss, surprising a gasp from Halian. “Now, where are those peanuts?”

      “I don’t know. Where do you keep them?”

      “Um, well, assuming Kell hasn’t stolen them, in the top shelf of that cabinet there.” He waved a hand to the cabinet farthest from the sink.

      “Okay.” Halian climbed up on the counter, quick as a bunny.

      He watched, stunned by Halian’s flexibility and speed. In fact, Halian made his mouth a bit dry.

      “Are they in a bag or a jar?” Halian’s ass was right where he needed it.

      “In a bag. The honey is in a big jar.” Liam brought him that in giant mason jars.

      The bag of peanuts appeared, and he walked up, breathing Halian in.

      He wanted to touch, but he waited until Halian grabbed the honey and had set the glass jar on the counter. Then he slid his hands over that taut ass.

      Halian pushed back into his touch, the motion easy, natural, unafraid. Halian seemed to want Nathan as much as Nathan wanted him, and truthfully, not because he was worried he would be sent away.

      There was a hunger in Halian, a passion, and Nathan could feel it.

      He pulled and Halian did a free fall into his arms. Nathan chuckled. “Hi.”

      “Hello, Nathan.” Pretty, warm eyes.

      “Can I kiss you again, sweet? I want to.”

      “I would love that. Very much.” Halian lifted his face.

      So Nathan kissed him, softly at first, then harder as Halian wrapped around him. When he pressed with his tongue, Halian opened, and he took everything deeper. Halian breathed with him, their hearts pounding in unison.

      He turned to lean against the counter so he could lift Halian up against him. Hands under that fine ass, he rubbed Halian against him. His little wolf was hard as diamonds, prick pressing and sliding against his belly.

      Nathan moaned. He was damn hard too, and he wanted more. Friction and skin and sweat. Halian nodded, licking into his lips.

      Nathan groaned. Were they rushing things? Of course they were. Halian was still pining for Mai. It didn’t matter. He had a need so big he couldn’t hold it.

      “Comfort isn’t bad. Comfort and touch is good, bear.”

      “Yes.” That they could agree on. “I like the way you feel. The way you smell. I want you naked.”

      “Yes.” Halian tugged off his shirt, showing off a lean, scarred, flat belly.

      Nathan stared down, then began walking. They needed a flat surface. Or mostly flat. The pillows and blankets in front of the fireplace would do. That way he could trace those scars with his hands and mouth.

      He laid Halian down, then stretched out beside him. Nathan knew better than to ask what had happened. That kind of scar could kill the mood with explanation.

      Besides, it proved how strong his little wolf was, how brave. He wouldn’t allow anyone to hurt Halian again.

      He loved on the biggest scar with his fingers, sending good thoughts to it.

      Halian watched him, expression cautious, but when he didn’t make a big deal, his pup relaxed. So he bent to trace that same one with his tongue.

      “Oh…,” Halian moaned, wiggling in the blankets.

      “Mmm. You taste so good.” Like all his favorite things.

      “Thank you. I want you to like me.”

      “I do.” He raised his head. “Are you all right? I don’t want you to feel as if you have to do this.”

      “I’m not a virgin, bear. I like touching. I like licking.”

      “Good.” He smoothed his hand along one hip. He felt like people wanted things from him sometimes, or wanted to make him happy, and he wanted Halian to desire him. Period.

      “Yes.” Halian tugged at his shirt. “I need to see you too, please.”

      Skin on skin. As much as he liked to eat, he liked to do physical things too, so Nathan was proud of his body. He pulled off his shirt, showing off. He didn’t have a six-pack maybe, but his belly was flat, his chest developed, his shoulders wide.

      “Oh….” Halian sat up and ran his hands up Nathan’s belly, toward his fuzzy, broad chest. “So beautiful.”

      “Thank you, love. So are you.” He cupped the ball of one shoulder. Halian was thin, but his ropy, wiry muscle spoke of strength.

      Halian leaned forward, nuzzling into his chest, lips parted and hungry. His nipples drew up, his belly pulled in, and Nathan grunted, a little shocked at how fast he’d gone from “let’s explore” to “let’s get busy.”

      “Are you okay, bear? You’re well?”

      “I’m perfect.” Hard as a rock.

      “Okay. You smell so nice. So right.” Halian groaned and rubbed again, this time nudging his nipple.

      “Mmm.” He mirrored the movement, rubbing Halian’s nipple with his thumb. The tiny nub went hard, filling immediately. He glanced down. “Too many pants.”

      He hoped the size of his cock didn’t scare his little wolf. It had startled Mai pretty badly.

      “Too many pants.” Halian stripped, exposing the lean, fine body, long cock, heavy sac.

      Look at that. His mouth watered, and he lifted Halian’s cock against his palm.

      “Bear….” Halian arched into his hand, sliding over his palm.

      “Yes, sweet. Just like that. So hard for me.” He squeezed as gently as he possibly could, making Halian grunt.

      “For you. Your hands are… perfect.”

      “You feel amazing in them.” He got so lost in touching and stroking he missed the frustrated noises Halian was making for long moments. Those nimble fingers had gotten Nathan’s pants open but couldn’t get them off.

      “You too, bear. Please. Please, I need to know.” Greedy lover.

      Releasing his prize for a moment, he rose up to yank off his pants. He wanted to rub and touch and feel Halian all over him.

      Halian gasped when he bared himself, and he braced for shock or worry. What he got was Halian’s hands wrapped around his prick.

      Nathan caught his breath, his chest hitching. “That feels so good.” No one had ever touched him so easily, without the least bit of hesitation. Some lovers had tried to brave it out, but it had always been with trepidation.

      “You’re beautiful.” Halian lapped at his tip, tongue dragging over the slit.

      “Oh!” When he bucked, it almost threw Halian off. “Oh Goddess.”

      “Bad?” His dear love was so worried.

      “That’s amazing. Oh, sweet. Your mouth.” He’d had dreams like this, but the other partner had always been a shadowy man with no face. Now Nathan knew who he’d been waiting for. This little wolf had everything he needed.

      He got a smile, and then a lick, and another lick, and another. Halian sucked the tip of his cock between those soft lips, too, making his eyes try to roll back in his head.

      His body rocked, and he stroked Halian’s hair, then his cheek. “Are you going to let me taste you too, sweet?”

      “Uh-huh. You’re sweet, bear. You’re sweet to me.” Halian groaned softly and licked again.

      “I love that.” He did. Halian was a generous lover, hot as fire and eager as anything. For the first time in his human form he felt… right. Not huge or obscene or bumbling. Halian seemed to think he was perfect, which made Nathan feel as if he were.

      He stroked what skin he could reach, touching Halian’s neck and shoulders, cheeks and chest. He loved how fascinating Halian’s marked skin was compared to his, how warm.

      Halian looked up at him, dark pupils blown out, hair wild and thick and so soft.

      “Come here, love.” He pulled Halian up gently, letting that lean body rub against his every inch as he moved. Nathan wanted more kisses.

      “So warm and fuzzy, bear.” Halian wriggled and snuggled, all the way up.

      “Mmm.” He took a kiss, finding that long cock again with his hand. Halian bucked and drove toward him, a soft whine sounding.

      “That’s it. Oh, Halian. You feel so good.” He stroked up and down, tracing every inch.

      “I—I can’t be patient like this, Nathan.”

      “We don’t have to be this time, sweet. This is about saying hello.” Nathan understood. The urgency built heavy in his balls.

      “Hello. Yes. Oh, so good….” His little wolf arched against him, hips moving quick as a bunny’s.

      “Yes. No pressure to be anything, so anything. Just feel each other.” He stroked all the way down to the balls, tight now with need.

      “Please. Feel me.” Halian was so close that Nathan could sense it everywhere.

      “You’re amazing.” Nathan reached down to press those balls up against the base of Halian’s cock, rolling the whole handful in a slow circle.

      Halian’s lips parted, and Nathan watched as he shot, coming hard. So lovely, so his.

      That one he thought to himself, deep inside only.

      “I—oh… I couldn’t wait.” Halian looked so stricken.

      “No worries, sweet. I wanted to taste you.” He brought his hand to his mouth, licking it. Rich and male, salty and addictive—he groaned, and his cock jerked.

      “Oh, I felt that.” Halian gave him this amazed look.

      “Did you?” He wasn’t sure if that was good or bad.

      “I did. Your dick jerked so hard. I did that.” Okay, so good.

      Halian kissed him, this embrace confident, hungry. The hand that found his length never faltered either, Halian working him up and down, jacking him hard. He’d ever been touched so confidently, like his wolf meant it.

      Nathan let his head fall back, his hips rocking back and forth. His asscheeks clenched, and he knew he was close.

      Halian worked the tip of his cock, making him gasp. He couldn’t see, he needed so badly.

      He rocked and rolled and his toes curled, and when Halian swooped back down to suck him deep, Nathan came as hard as he had in recent memory. Lord, that was good.

      Halian’s moan was sweet, low, making him feel intensely sensual. He jerked and danced, finally coming down off the ceiling a few minutes later.

      “Damn, sweet. You make me yell so loud.”

      “That’s good. You should make noises.”

      “I suppose so. Thank you.” He traced those swollen lips with his thumb. Halian looked… debauched. Nathan loved the whole situation.

      “Thank you. Are we okay? Good?” Halian leaned into him.

      “We are far more.” He tugged Halian into his arms one more time, sagging into the softness of the rug and cushions. The fire was nice now that they were cooling off, and he hummed, his little bear noises coming through as grunts.

      Halian snuggled in, the soft sigh reminding him of Ash. His best friend always sounded like that, when he finally relaxed. He supposed that being the pack whipping boy was all stress all the time.

      Nathan could say that he understood the pack, the weird hierarchy of a large group, but he didn’t have to. He was a bear.

      All he had to do was eat and sleep and occasionally work.

      And love on Halian. He was tickled to add that to his to-do list.
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      Halian believed in hard work, and he intended to be allowed to stay. He cleaned Nathan’s house, Angela’s house, Mai’s house. He cleaned the coffee shop from top to bottom, then he cleaned the bookstore next door for Oliver, the happy bobcat, and then the weird three-story frat-kitty house where Oliver lived with his triplets Oakley and Owen.

      Cleaning was physical, but his mind was free while he did it, so Halian kind of liked it. He could daydream, as long as he didn’t spill anything.

      He was wearing down by Friday afternoon, though. All those stairs and the triplets were… kinda gross. Kind of a lot.

      Except for Oliver. He had the top floor, and it only needed the basics—kitchen, bathroom, floors, dusting. The others? They needed keepers.

      “Dude!” Owen surprised him on said stairs, making him teeter. “This place is like, spotless.”

      “That’s what you hired me for. Good afternoon.” The bobkitties were bouncy and full of life, these joyous blond boys that looked solid as rocks, for all they were little. Halian didn’t doubt they could kick his ass.

      They were sweet, though. Kitties. Who knew? His old alpha would have told him none of these shifters could all live together, but he’d found out better.

      Everyone was pretty happy, except for Liam. Liam was a grouch.

      “Good afternoon. You want a beer?”

      “Oh, I’m working.”

      “Dude. You work all the time. Come have a beer.” Owen was… boingy.

      He guessed he could. This was his last clean for the week. He could. “One beer, if you don’t mind.”

      “I don’t mind at all, dude!” Owen hopped down the stairs.

      He followed Owen slowly, bringing his supplies down. Silly kitty.

      By the time he got to the kitchen, which sparkled, Owen had pulled out two longnecks. “This kitchen has never been this clean.”

      He manfully resisted pointing out that the kitchen had been a sludge pit. He’d scraped gum off the floor. Gum.

      “Dude, you can say it. It was a tar pit.” Owen was laughing, popping the top on his beer. To his credit, he tossed the cap in the trash, not on the floor. Which was good, because Halian might have wolfed out and ripped his bobcat ears off if he had.

      “It’ll be easier from here on in.” It had better be, anyway.

      “It’s way harder to make a mess when it’s so nice. Oliver might even come down now.”

      “That would be something. Is it nice, having brothers?”

      “Most of the time?” Owen sipped his beer thoughtfully. “I mean, it’s hard to compare, because mine look just like me, so sometimes it’s like having three mes.”

      “Which could be cool, could be weird as hell.”

      “Yeah.” Owen shrugged. “We grew up that way, huh?”

      “Yes. I was the runt. My littermates… they’re very strong.” And he wasn’t. He was… him.

      “Oh. Yeah. I get that. Like, Oliver is super smart, and Oakley is all popular, and I’m a dork.”

      “I like dorks. Can I be your friend?” He figured he’d ask.

      “I would totally love that. Like really.” Owen beamed at him, his whole body wiggling.

      “Me too. Nathan is my friend, but….” With sex. Not a lot of sex, because Nathan seemed scared about his dick being too big, which was weird, because did guys ever think about that? Still, Halian was being gentle. “We’re closer than friends.”

      “Oh, yay. He’s this super nice guy. Like wow. I like him a lot.” Owen leaned close. “I want someone, you know, more racy. Nathan is like a warm robe, but that’s why there’s someone for everyone.”

      He nodded, although he didn’t agree. Nathan could be intense. Halian needed to prove he was trustworthy of that need. “There is someone for everyone.”

      “Coolios. That gives me hope. Well, maybe not for Oliver.”

      “He was very nice to me. I bet his mate is waiting for him.”

      “Not here. I think…. We’re thinking about heading out. At least some day.”

      “Out where?” Halian frowned. “Oh! You mean crossing the river?”

      “Yes. Mother Owl says the veil is closing, getting tighter. Who knows what will happen.”

      Veil? Closing? What did that mean? Had he caused it? Who was Mother Owl? Nathan had mentioned a wise old owl, he thought.

      Oh, he needed to talk to Maicoh. Maicoh would know, right?

      “Are you scared?”

      Owen blinked at him. “Scared? Nah. Concerned, a little. If we go, it’ll be to find another place for us. You came over as a man?”

      Halian shook his head. “Through the river. I followed my nose.”

      “Ah. That’s different. That’s how Ash came too. Mai walked over the bridge like we did.”

      He didn’t understand. At all. “So…this is a safe place?”

      Owen nodded. “Safe but small. You have to remember that most things that are safe, tend to be small and limited. We need…a little more space, the three of us.”

      “Oh. Well, I hope you stay.” He didn’t mind small. He loved the idea of a den for him and Nathan.

      “Anyway, can I have a hug? If we’re friends?” Owen didn’t seem to be asking in a gross way, just a little wistful.

      “Of course. Hugs are the best!” He opened his arms and hugged Owen tight.

      Owen hugged him too, hard, voice muffled in his neck. “I need a friend.”

      “Well, you have me.” He nuzzled in, holding on. He didn’t understand, but he didn’t have to. His job was to clean up and love people.

      Nathan seemed to get that—how to love people. How to make them feel good. Halian wanted to be like that.

      Together, Halian thought that he and Nathan could love damn near anyone.

      He grinned, then patted Owen’s back. “I really need to get home. Nathan invited Maicoh and Ashkii to supper.” Not that he wanted to clean more, but he would if Nathan needed him to. If not, he would help cook.

      “I’ll see you next Friday?”

      “You will. Maybe we can have lunch next week?”

      “Oh, dude. The Grind. We could go have a burger.”

      He panted, head bobbing. “I love burgers.”

      “Me too!” Those eyes flashed this green-gold color. “Cool. Let me know when, dude. Did Oliver pay you for today? I know he’s doing cash.”

      “He paid me at the bookstore yesterday, yes. Thank you.”

      “It’s my turn next week.”

      “Whatever works for you guys.” Halian took another hug. “Let me know what day is good for lunch. I mostly clean in the afternoons when Nathan is napping.”

      “Thursday before the bookstore?”

      He felt a little like wagging. “Uh-huh. I can do that.” He would tell Nathan, who would write it on the big calendar.

      “Cool. I’ll be there at noon.”

      “I’ll see you then!” He waved before gathering up all his cleaning supplies. He had a lunch date. With a friend!

      He bounced all the way home, eager to tell his Nathan about his plans.

      Nathan was asleep when he got there, lying on the couch, naked.

      Oh.

      Oh, pretty.

      He put his supplies away and tried to decide whether it would be mean to be naked too, to snuggle up to his love and rub.

      Mean? No. No, he figured no one else was here. If Nathan slept on, he could nap too. He stripped down and slipped in, nuzzling against his bear.

      “Mmm.” Nathan immediately hugged him close, half covering him.

      Oh he liked that. He stretched tall, finding all the places he fit. He loved how protective Nathan was, and how fuzzy.

      Nathan growled softly, one big hand sliding down to cup his ass.

      His toes curled, his cock beginning to rise. He’d had hero feelings for Maicoh, but now he knew he’d never thought of his friend as a lover.

      Nathan was his bear, and he hoped, very privately, that he was loving Nathan well enough.

      “Shhh.” Nathan rubbed his back. “’S okay.”

      “Good day, bear?” He sighed with happiness.

      “I missed you.” Nathan stretched out long against him. “But I made peanut butter pie for tonight, and wrote some, and napped.”

      “Peanut butter….” He moaned. “I made a friend and had a beer with him. He’s lonely.”

      “Oh? Who’s that, sweet?” Nathan was petting him, long, slow touches.

      “Owen. One of the triplets?”

      “Oh, he’s a lovely young man. His brothers are so put-together. It will be nice for him to have a friend.”

      “Do you know why he’s unhappy?”

      “I think he’s really…. He grew up so close with his brothers, and now they have other interests.”

      “Ah. I hugged him. He seemed sad.”

      “Good for you.” Nathan hugged him. “We’re not meant to be alone, and he spends a lot of time in the summer by himself. He’s a snowboarder.”

      “Oh? That’s neat.” It was, but he was naked, and Nathan was naked, and they were naked together.

      “Uh-huh. We’ll have to go skiing.” Nathan touched his ass, fingers sliding along his crack.

      “Okay. You can teach me.” He lifted his face for a kiss. “You can teach me a lot.”

      “I can.” Nathan kissed him hard and deep, letting him feel it.

      He groaned happily, tongue sliding against Nathan’s as they kissed. Halian wrapped his arms around Nathan’s neck, holding on tight, wanting to turn them so he was all the way under Nathan.

      “I want you, Halian.” Nathan’s growl went right to his balls.

      “I’m yours.” And he’d proved that he wanted whatever Nathan was willing to give him.

      “Good.” Nathan did what he needed, rolling him under that big body and thrusting against his balls, that huge cock so hot and hard already.

      “Good….” He spread and opened himself up, needing Nathan to love on him.

      “I can feel how you want me, love. Deep down.” Nathan rocked him, his ass sliding on the couch.

      “Everywhere. I need you.” He soaked in that need, that pleasure, that desire.

      Nathan nodded, licking Halian’s lower lip. “You make me want. Hot. I love that.”

      “Need you. Please, bear. I need you.” That was clear, right?

      “You have me.” Nathan pushed up and back, then lifted Halian’s butt up in the air, wrapping his legs over Nathan’s shoulders.

      He nodded, trusting in his bear, in the need they created together.

      Nathan bent to him, lapping at his balls, which made him cry out. The hot tongue made him dizzy, made his heart race. They way Nathan tasted him was like nothing else anything had ever done to him. Then Nathan pulled one of his balls in his mouth, sucking gently.

      He arched, his legs going almost straight, his body bowing hard.

      His ball popped free, and Nathan grabbed his ass, spreading him with his thumbs. “Mine.”

      “Yours,” he agreed. He would let Nathan have anything right now.

      Nathan’s tongue slid along his hole, the sensation wild, burning and fierce. That heated touch made him grunt and flail, made him beg.

      “Mine.” Another lick, this one longer, slower, and he couldn’t help his shudder.

      “Yours. Bear, take me!”

      “Not yet. You need to be ready.” Nathan was so damn worried about his size.

      “Then help me be ready, bear. Stretch me for you.” He wanted to know Nathan. Every inch of him.

      “Yes.” Nathan lowered him back down, and he mourned the loss of that amazing mouth until Nathan rolled away, then came back with lube.

      Oh. Oh, Nathan was with him too. He spread wide, arching his hips in a clear offer.

      “So pretty.” Nathan stroked his belly, rubbing down to right above his cock.

      “Thank you. I want you to think so. A lot.”

      “I do. You’re already filling out a little.” Nathan thumbed his hip bone. “Not that it matters as far as you being pretty, but I was worried you were being hurt at your pack.”

      “They… I wasn’t worth anything to them. You like me.” He knew it. Nathan showed it in a hundred different ways.

      “I like you very much.” Nathan slid a wet finger inside him, just like that.

      “I like you too. Very much.” He bore down and took what Nathan gave him.

      “Good.” Nathan’s expression was rapt, his eyes never leaving Halian’s.

      He spread, draping one leg over the top of the sofa. He wanted Nathan in him, fucking him, that big cock an addiction. How anyone could resist this man, he had no idea.

      Nathan pushed two thick fingers into him, spreading him a little too fast, which was perfect. He bore down, riding the burn with a happy little moan.

      He felt stuffed full, and this was just the beginning. Soon he would have his prize. If Nathan offered it to him, that was.

      “Are you ready, sweet? I want inside you, but I don’t want to hurt you.”

      Halian tried to reach for Nathan’s cock, but in his current position, he couldn’t make it work. “Please, bear. I need it. You’re so amazing. I’ll stretch for you.”

      “Good. Good I need in.” Nathan pushed up a little, then forward, the head of the thick cock replacing the fingers. He moaned softly and pushed back, grunting as the tip popped in. Oh. Big. So big.

      Panting, he stilled, waiting for the clench of his muscles to release. “Touch my cock,” he begged.

      Nathan stroked him hard, hand moving on him. The pleasure helped him huff out a hard breath, and he relaxed.

      “There. Oh, right there. I can move now.” Nathan thrust in so gently, filling him deeper and deeper.

      “Uhn.” That was an answer, right? It felt like an answer. It ought to be an answer.

      Nathan laughed, the sound strained and sexual. Then he started to move back and forth, leaving Halian groaning, his body on fire.

      He made sure to moan, to let Nathan hear his pleasure. He needed his bear to understand he didn’t want to stop.

      Nathan seemed to really get it, hand still on him, working him. The pressure and friction combined to make his head spin.

      “Bear. Bear, please. So good. Don’t stop.” He was rambling and he knew it, but it was the best he could do.

      “No stopping.” It was a guttural growl, proving Nathan was right there with him.

      He groaned deep in his chest, his body invaded, his whole world the huge man loving him. Every inch of him felt Nathan, from his head to his toes. Those giant hands cradled him, touched him like he was the most important thing on earth.

      “Bear.” His balls were heavy, the pit of his belly ached, and his entire world was going hazy with the promise of orgasm.

      “Your bear.” Nathan threw his head back, hips thrusting hard, giving him more, pushing him to the edge.

      “Yes!” One more tug pulled his need out of him, and he convulsed, his soul emptying out for his bear.

      Nathan grunted, those dark eyes almost black, and he slammed in one more time before shooting deep inside Halian. So deep.

      He melted, his bear filling him up—body and soul.

      “Oh, love.” Nathan stroked one hand through his hair. “You’re perfect.”

      He groaned and pushed into the pets, loving the praise, soaking it up. No one had ever told him he was wonderful in his whole life, not even Maicoh. Even better, Nathan seemed to mean it. To want him to be here.

      They lay together, both panting, the couch getting a little sticky. He’d have to clean that.

      “Later,” Nathan told him, nuzzling his neck. “Though I should get supper going.”

      “Mmm…. Supper. Later. I’ll help.” Nathan wanted burgers and potato salad, he could tell.

      “That would be good for Mai and Ash, right? We can make lots of both.”

      “Uh-huh. This first? Please?” He squeezed the heavy cock inside him, which made his bear roar a bit.

      Nathan rocked his hips, never really having gone soft in him. “Uh-huh. This.”

      “This. I needed you.” He couldn’t stop smiling.

      “Want to be on top this time?” Not giving him time to answer, Nathan rolled them gently off to the floor, ending up under him.

      “Hello, bear.” He stole a kiss, rocking nice and slow as his world stretched wide.

      “Hello, sweet love.” Nathan reached up to tweak his nipple.

      He arched, letting himself feel Nathan, deep inside. Magic.

      This way he could take even more of Nathan, his ass against Nathan’s skin, his balls slapping. Nathan stared at him like he was the most wonderful being on this earth.

      “Sweet. Need more.” Nathan was heaving under him, pushing him faster. That big body lifted him up.

      “Again, bear?” He bounced faster, harder, driving himself down on Nathan’s prick.

      “Again. Oh goddess, yes.”

      “Every inch.” He took everything Nathan offered.

      Nathan grunted, nodding, holding his hips and driving deep, slamming into him hard enough that he felt like shattering.

      He didn’t. Nathan would never hurt him. Not ever. No, this was all about pleasure.

      “Touch me. Bear, please. Touch me.”

      “Here?” Nathan grabbed his cock, which was as hard as it had been only minutes before.

      “Yes. Goddess yes.” His ass clenched as Nathan’s fingers did.

      “Fuck. Oh, Halian. Fuck yourself on my cock.” Nathan was telling him, growling low.

      His eyes went wide, and his gaze latched on to his bear’s, the dark brown gone nearly black. There was a wildness there that called to him and made him nod and bare his teeth, moving faster and harder, demanding everything his lover could give him.

      Nathan rose up into him, holding him with iron hands. They stared, eyes locked to each other’s.

      “Yours,” he growled, biting at the air.

      They were close, both to orgasm and to their animal sides. They needed to come. Now.

      He ground down hard, filled deeper than he’d ever been, and he squeezed.

      Nathan screamed, this primal roar that was pure bear. He came again like he hadn’t in days, filling Halian with his seed. The heat and vibration sent Halian flying, shattering into a million happy, buzzing pieces.

      He collapsed on Nathan’s chest, his ears ringing and white static dancing in front of his eyes.

      Nathan seemed as shredded, chest heaving beneath him.

      “Love. Good bear. Good.” He patted Nathan’s chest, listening to the pounding of his bear’s heart.

      “Uh-huh.” Nathan made more sounds he thought were supposed to be words, but they came out like babble.

      It worked for him, no problem.

      They lay there for a long while before Nathan gathered that prodigious strength, riding up to lift him too. “Shower,” Nathan grunted.

      He nodded and hummed softly, but that was it. A nod and a hum.

      Nathan carried him to the shower, caring for him so well. The water was so hot when he stepped in, and it was such a luxury, to run water until it steamed.

      All he had to do was breathe and rest, as Nathan loved on him.

      That felt… it felt like Nathan really wanted him. Maybe loved him.

      He told himself to relax and let that thought be. He loved Nathan, and that was enough for now.

      “Mmm. Wash my back, sweet?” Nathan kind of propped him against the wall, then handed him a sponge.

      “Always. You’re so fine, bear.” He had a world of skin to play with.

      Nathan turned about, and the happy moans started the moment the sponge touched Nathan’s back. Look at that; someone loved a backrub.

      Oh, he would love to give his bear this joy, this touch every day. Halian scrubbed hard, really letting Nathan feel it, which he thought was better than a better rubbing on a tree. Maybe not. Bears loved to rub. He was learning these things.

      “Scr-r-r-r-ratch?”

      “Yes, bear.” Scratching was one of his superpowers.

      “Mmm.” Nathan made the best sounds. Little grunts and snuffles, tight, if not tiny, butt wiggling.

      He loved that little happy dance.

      “So good. Thank you, sweet. How do you feel?” Nathan finally turned back to him. “Are you sore?”

      “I feel like I’ve been loved everywhere.” He could feel a deep ache, but it was satisfying, not sore.

      “I have some cream if you need it.”

      “If you touch me there, I’ll get hard again.”

      “Hmm.” Nathan looked as if he was considering it, but then he grinned. “Ash and Maicoh will be here soon, so we need to get ready, I suppose.”

      “Yes. Do I smell like sex?”

      “You smell like soap.” Nathan was laughing at him, but it wasn’t mean.

      “Your soap. That’s too cool.” He liked smelling like Nathan’s.

      “Ours now. I love how it combines with your scent.” Nathan turned off the water to dry them both off.

      He nuzzled in and moved in the towel, sliding in his bear’s hands.

      “Are you trying to get me all hot and bothered again, sweet?” Nathan’s bass rumble made him smile.

      “Always. I love how you want me.”

      “I do too.” Nathan picked up him and carried him out to the master. “Now, your best friend and mine expect supper. So after, we can play.”

      “Yes, bear.” He would never, never embarrass his Nathan. “What do you want me to say if they ask me if you and I are… together?”

      “Yes. Because we are. I’m not worried, even if Maicoh huffs and puffs.”

      “Okay. If you’re not worried, I’m not worried.” He was comfortable and busy and happy.

      “I’m not at all.” Nathan palmed his butt, then moved to get dressed.

      Halian wiggled, that delicious ache flaring where Nathan had touched him. He was so easy. For Nathan.

      He could still feel Nathan’s cock inside him, and he tightened his hole, the sensation making him swallow his moan.

      “You’re temptation itself.” Nathan winked at him.

      “You make me want.” That was easy.

      “Soon.” Nathan pulled on a shirt. “Come cook with me, love.”

      “Yes, bear.” He slipped into his borrowed clothes. Soon he would have enough to buy his own.

      They had hamburger patties made and potatoes and eggs cooked off by the time the knock came on the door.

      “Come in!” Nathan called.

      Suddenly, weirdly, Halian was nervous. He wasn’t sure if he wanted to see another wolf. He edged back into the kitchen, trying to disappear.

      Maicoh and Ashkii came in, bringing beer and cupcakes from the little grocery store that the woodchuck family ran.

      “Bear!” Ashkii launched himself at Nathan, and Halian fought his growl. Ashkii already had Maicoh. He didn’t need Nathan too.

      “Ash. Oh, it’s good to see you up and around.” Nathan gave hugs, then gripped arms with Maicoh. “You too, Mai.”

      “Good to see you,” Maicoh said. “Halian, come hug me.”

      He whined softly, his universe confused, but he went, and Maicoh hugged him—not too tight, not seriously.

      Maicoh patted his back. “We’re friends, Halian. All of us. No one is low man here.”

      Ashkii nodded. “No packs. No omegas.”

      He had no idea what to do with that. Then Ashkii grabbed him and hugged him too. “It’s good to see you, Halian.”

      “Thank you. It’s good to know you. We made hamburgers.”

      “Oh, I love those.” Ash patted his cheeks, then let him go.

      “All we have to do is grill.” Nathan reeled him in, tucking him under one arm.

      “And make the potato salad.”

      “Right. Who wants to chop things?” Nathan winked. “We’ll put them to work, sweet.”

      “I’ll chop,” Maicoh offered. “Hali can help me.”

      Halian raised his eyebrows, but he could do that.

      “Sure. Want help at the grill?” Ash asked.

      “Anytime.” Nathan kissed the top of his head. “Miss me while I’m gone.”

      “Always.” And it was true. Nathan was perfect for him.

      Nathan and Ash headed outside with the burger patties, leaving him with Maicoh. “Do you have celery?” Mai asked.

      “I bought some with my money from working.” He found it, trying not to panic.

      “I hear you’ve been working all over. You know Nathan can afford celery, right?”

      “Uh-huh. But we needed some, and I was at the bookstore.” They needed pickles and mustard and mayonnaise from the fridge.

      “Oh, good. I wanted to make sure. How are you doing?”

      “I’m good. I like it here. I have a date on Thursday.”

      “A date?” Mai looked out the window toward Nathan and Ashkii. “What about Nathan?”

      “Nathan can come, but he didn’t seem to want to. The kitty is very lonely and invited me to lunch at the Grind.” He looked at his bear with a smile.

      “Oh! So it’s a lunch date? Like with a friend? Which kitty? Surely not Liam.”

      “No. No, he’s the snowboarder, Owen. He’s a bobcat. I clean their house on Fridays.” He was chatting. With Maicoh. How very odd.

      “Oh! Yes. The bookstore guy’s brother.” Maicoh took the knife to chop onions and celery when he handed them over. “He’s a nice kid. So you and Nathan, then?”

      “Me and Nathan?” Maicoh seemed so worried. “Are you asking if we’re lovers?”

      “I am.” Maicoh paused to look at him, really look into him. No chopping off fingers, he supposed. “You know you don’t have to be with him that way to stay here, don’t you? I don’t want you feeling pressured.”

      He stopped, frowned, but then what Maicoh was trying to say made him laugh. His Nathan? Forcing himself on someone? Coercing someone? Never. “Oh no! No, I was—it was me, Maicoh! I seduced him.”

      “No shit?” The words popped out, and Mai’s eyes actually crossed as he tried to look at his own mouth. “Sorry.”

      “It’s okay. I like him. He likes me.” The sex was amazing.

      He swore he heard Nathan’s happy growl.

      “Well, good. I was worried, after all the, uh, sniffing. You’re my friend, you know?”

      He didn’t think so, but he thought that they could be someday. “There’s no reason to worry about me and Nathan.”

      “I’m happy to hear that, kiddo. Really. So tell me about lonely kitty.” Mai sliced eggs.

      “He’s nice. I think he’s looking for someone in his pack.” Did kitties have pack?

      “His brothers have gotten busy the last few years, Ash says. Summer is a bore for him, I think. It’s good that you two are getting to know each other.”

      The potatoes went into a bowl with all the other stuff. “Relish?”

      “I have some here. He said something about maybe leaving? Something about an owl?”

      Mai turned that full attention on him, gaze sharpening. “Did he say what she said?”

      “The veil is closing. He said the mother, Owl, said that. That safe spaces are small.” He opened the relish jar. “He said you walked over the bridge as a man.”

      “I did. I didn’t know I was here for about a week.”

      Huh. “Is that odd?”

      “I honestly don’t know. If it is, it was because of Ashkii. I found his cup the first day I was here. The veil is closing.” Mai went still, thinking. “I wonder what that means for us here.”

      “I don’t know what it means at all. Should I?”

      “Well, I know Ash says Mother Owl talks in riddles, so maybe I shouldn’t interpret. But I take it to mean travel between here and the world we came from will shut down?”

      “The bridge? The one across the river?”

      “Yeah. I don’t know. She adores Nathan. Maybe he can go talk to her.” Mai lumped mayo, salt and pepper, and relish into the bowl. “Can you go ask Nathan if he uses celery seed?”

      “Sure.” He grabbed two bottles of water on his way out, because Nathan was thirsty. “Bear, do you use celery seeds?”

      “In the potato salad? Yes. It’s on the lazy Susan in the spice cabinet. Oh, thank you, love. I’m so thirsty.”

      “You’re welcome. Ashkii? Do you want one too?” He handed it over.

      “Thank you, Halian. It’s warm out here by the grill.”

      “Anytime.” He handed it over, his tail almost wagging.

      Nathan winked at him, and he bounced. He loved it when Nathan looked at him like that, all sleepy and sexy.

      He went back in and handed over the celery seed to Maicoh.

      “Thanks, man. There.” Maicoh mixed that in. “Taste it for me?”

      He took a bite and hummed. “So good. I love it.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Uh-huh. Nathan says more mustard, though. Just a little.”

      Maicoh blinked at him. “Does he?”

      He nodded and went to grab the hamburger fixin’s. Tomato and lettuce and pickles and, oh. Cheese. He liked cheese on a burger. He liked cheese.

      “Halian, can you bring the cheese?” Nathan called. “I’m ready for it.”

      “I have it!” Bleu cheese for Nathan and cheddar cheese for him and the other wolves.

      “Thanks, love. Mai, come sit with us!” Nathan was laughing, looking so happy.

      Maicoh followed him outside, and he took Nathan the cheese.

      “Thanks, sweet. Mai, do you want a beer? The cooler is full.”

      “You rock, dude. Seriously. You need one?”

      “Please. Halian?”

      “Is there Coke?” He liked sweet more than sour.

      “Of course, love.” Nathan drew him in for a kiss, humming softly as they connected.

      He was sparkly and breathless when they broke apart, and Mai was looking at him in surprise. Ashkii just seemed pleased.

      “I’ll get you your beer, bear.” He floated over to the cooler.

      He rummaged to find the beer Mai liked, then Nathan’s, and then a Dr Pepper for him and Ashkii, which was even better than Coke. And he did wag then, pure happiness flooding from him.

      “I’m so glad to see you so relaxed,” Mai said.

      “Being away from the pack has been good for all of us,” Ashkii said.

      “Is no one happy in your pack?” Nathan asked.

      Mai shook his head. “It works well for some. There’s too many of us—them—and not enough resources.”

      Halian thought that it was all fine and dandy if you got to eat, if you weren’t different, if you weren’t small. Maicoh only understood being different, but not the rest.

      Ash gave him a smile, one full of knowing sympathy. Yes. He knew.

      Halian nodded and tried to smile back, but he couldn’t.

      Nathan hugged him after handing off the big spatula to Ash. “You’re here now.”

      “I am. I want to stay, bear.”

      “Then we’ll keep you.” The hug did wonders for him, and he cuddled right in.

      “So what do you think Owl Mother means, Nathan? About the veil closing.” Maicoh watched Nathan carefully.

      “What? Who talked to Mother?” Nathan looked utterly confused.

      “Owen says she said that,” Halian said.

      “That the veil is closed?” Nathan asked him. “You didn’t tell me?”

      “We were busy, bear. Owen said Mother Owl told them the veil was closing,” Halian repeated.

      “Huh.” Nathan shook his head. “I’ll go talk to her tomorrow. Regardless, this is our place.”

      See? Nathan knew what to do.

      He relaxed and opened his Coke, then drank deep. The sweet fizzy of it made his eyes cross, bubbles trying to go up his nose.

      Nathan laughed at something Ash said, the sound deep and happy, and he had to smile.

      “You and Ash,” Maicoh chuffed. “Such puppies somehow.”

      “Well, no one tried to teach us to be big bad wolves like you, Maicoh.” Halian felt very brave saying it.

      “Oh ho! Listen to you. Silly puppy.”

      He danced over to Nathan for a snuggle. Nathan hugged him, then spun him about. Loving on him.

      Oh, this was lovely. Dancing. Loving. Laughing. Together.

      Ash and Mai were the same way, touching, holding hands, and it gave him hope. How could he have thought Mai was for him?

      “Mine.”

      “Yes, bear. All of me.”

      Nathan nuzzled his temple before heading back to get the burgers off the grill. Melty cheese!

      Soon they were all set—big juicy burgers, potato salad. They laughed and talked, and Halian felt something he’d never felt in his life. Safety. Friendship.

      Equal.

      Home.

      He was home. His bear was home.

      That was the best thing he could ever imagine.
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      Nathan waved at Ash, Mai, and yes, Liam, who had smelled burgers and showed up. Then he went looking for his little wolf, who he was sure was in the kitchen.

      Halian was cleaning, singing along with the radio, little ass wiggling back and forth.

      “You know, you don’t have to scrub everything so hard, sweet. Unless it makes you happy.” He put a hand on that tight butt.

      “I want to know your house is clean, bear.”

      “If it works for you, sweet. I don’t want you to think you have to.” Nathan groaned softly, reaching for Halian because he had to.

      “I want you to be happy.” Halian hummed softly, nuzzling his jaw.

      “I do too! How cool is that.” He pulled back to look Halian in the eye. “But I want you to be happy with me, okay? If that means waiting to do the dishes, it’s cool.”

      “I am happy. I’m home. Here. With you, bear.”

      “Good.” He picked Halian up and spun him around. “Hot tub?”

      “Bubbles!” Halian’s laughter filled the air, making him grin.

      “You like them all over, huh?” He tickled Halian’s ribs. God, he was thrilled with life today.

      “Are you going to love me in the hot tub, bear?”

      “I am, sweet. I think it will be amazing.” Nathan kissed Halian’s neck. He loved how goosebumps rose up on that fine skin. “I’ll grab the slick for us. In case.”

      “I’ll do it. I know where it is!”

      “Thank you.” He got towels out of the little holder by the back door, as well as a couple bottles of water.

      He’d been out of his mind with happiness when Halian came to him, took him right in. Nathan couldn’t wait to do it again, truth be told. He opened his arms when Halian came running back, one hand full of towels and all, but the other full of his lover.

      “Time to soak!” The enthusiasm made him smile.

      “It is. Good for tight muscles.” His fingers flexed just thinking of opening up Halian for him.

      “Stretching is good for them too.” Oh, little tease.

      “Definitely. I think we need to explore this.” They all but ran to the hot tub.

      The night was chilly, but the water was warm and perfect, especially when Halian pushed into his arms. They both sighed when they sank into the bubbles, both smiling.

      “Good, hmm?”

      “Perfect. Oh, bear, it’s so good to be with you.”

      “I feel the same way.” He leaned in close, kissed Halian’s neck. The way Halian lifted his chin made him rumble softly, his bear satisfied at a cellular level.

      He nibbled, taking his time, really loving on every little spot he found that made Halian moan. The first one was on Halian’s collarbone, the next under his ear. When he got to Halian’s lips, he took the deep kiss he wanted, which ended with Halian in his lap, his hands on that sweet ass. Halian writhed against him, hungry and happy, belly dragging against his cock.

      So responsive. Hell, Halian was happy to seduce him. He owed Ashkii and Mai eternal thanks for bringing Halian into his life.

      “We’ll thank them later, bear. Now is for us.”

      “It is. Where’s that slick, love? I’m not sure I can wait too long.”

      “Hungry.” Halian stretched against him, rubbing them together and trying to make him crazy. It was working. His cock leaped where it pressed against Halian’s, his blood beating hard in his veins.

      “I can smell you.” Halian’s groan was pure pleasure.

      “I want you so badly.” He wanted that hot little hole.

      “I’m yours. How do you want me?”

      “I want you to look at me, kiss me.” He wanted Halian like this, on his lap, bobbing up and down.

      “Oh yes, bear. Anything you need.” Halian chuckled softly and nuzzled his ear. “Everything I need too, hmm?”

      “Yes.” He took the lube when Halian handed it to him, opening the tube right off. He encouraged his lover to kneel up tall, so he could reach that tiny, tight little hole.

      “Up, love. Stretch.”

      “Like this?” Halian turned and arched for him, showing off, letting him see that taut, sweet ass.

      He hummed. “Just like that.” He got his fingers coated with lube, then reached down. He helped Halian to bend over so he could circle the wrinkled ring of muscle. The lube was good in the water, slicking the way.

      “Oh.” Halian made this happy little noise, which had Nathan smiling, had him pushing a finger inside Halian’s body. Hotter than the water, Halian gripped his finger, and he moaned, needing more.

      So he took more, giving Halian two fingers and letting him feel the stretch.

      “My little wolf. So hungry.” He stroked with his free hand, smoothing Halian’s side.

      “Bear!” Halian bore down, demanding he press deeper. That trust humbled him, and Nathan vowed to deserve it every day.

      He watched the sight of his fingers disappearing into the tiny ring of muscles, fascinated by how the water churned up and almost hid things. Attack of the bubbles.

      Halian chuckled, and so did he. “Sorry. You’re so pretty.”

      “It’s tickling my balls. It makes me laugh.”

      “Is it? I like that idea.” He loved to laugh, even during sex. Life was all about joy, right? He pushed and curled his fingers, though, because he wanted need as well.

      “Bear!” The cry rang out, and it made him smile, made him hope that others had heard how he pleased his little wolf.

      He watched that sweet face as he moved his fingers in and out, opening Halian for him. It took no time and all, and he was even starting to accept that Halian loved his size.

      Finally he moved Halian back around, moaning as his wolf came to him, offering those sweet lips in a kiss.

      He took it even as his hands were busy, lifting Halian up. Halian reached back to steady his cock, and then they were coming together, Halian sliding down as gravity pulled at him. His eyes rolled as he was surrounded in a fierce grip, a wild heat that rivalled the water.

      “Halian.” He couldn’t say that name enough, invoking it like the magic it was.

      “Nathan.” Those pretty eyes shone at him, pure gold.

      “Yes. Up and down, sweet.” He lifted, then let Halian down.

      Halian’s eyes rolled, the expression pure bliss. “Full of you.”

      “In you,” he agreed. He felt like he was flying, and when Halian began to bounce on him, riding him with abandon, he knew he was where he belonged in the world.

      Maybe he finally did. Nathan hoped Halian knew he always had a place right here.

      “Bear. Focus. Love me.” Halian gave him a sweet, fierce kiss.

      “Mmmph.” He could do that. Focus. Love. He thrust up, letting the water buoy him.

      Halian’s lips opened, forming an O that he leaned in to kiss away. That look made him happy deep inside, though, knowing he was giving Halian pleasure, that his cock was dragging inside the sweet ass, making Halian soar.

      The grip around his cock was almost—almost—painful, it was so tight. Nathan loved it, and he had to grit his teeth against the need to come.

      Halian found his nipples, began to pinch and squeeze them, tug them. The tiny sting of each pull had moans pouring out of him.

      His little wolf was surprisingly sexual, sensual, and incredibly eager. They rocked, the water throwing them together over and over.

      “Tell me I can stay and be yours, bear?”

      “Yes. Yes. I want you here. I need you.” He pulled Halian down harder, close to the edge.

      “Oh. Oh, there. More, bear. Harder.”

      Halian made him growl. Happy, sexy growling, but yeah. He gave more, really arching and pushing, and Halian met him, every single thrust, every bit of need.

      Finally he pried one hand off Halian’s hip so he could find that long cock with his hand, stroking it hard in time with their movements.

      Halian bit out a howl, and the sweet ass gripped him like a fist.

      “Oh!” His head fell back, his hips rising as he shot.

      He could feel Halian’s body rippling around him, but better than that? He could see his wolf, in his mind’s eye, wild and happy.

      That was the most wonderful thing ever.

      “Oh bear. My bear. In me. All the way.” It was a soft song, but constant and wonderful.

      “I am.” He could hear Halian in his head, clear as a bell, and it stunned him a moment.

      Halian’s laughter filled him up, wonderful and wild, so big it almost hurt.

      All he could do was hug Halian hard while the bubbles came up around them again. God, he felt good.

      “Love this, bear. Being with you.”

      “I love it too. I love you, Halian. I knew it the minute I smelled you.”

      “You want me? For real? Forever? Do bears mate forever?”

      “I’m not sure what most bears do, sweet. I just know we’re mated.”

      “Oh.” Halian seemed more than satisfied with that answer. “I like that. I can be yours.”

      “You can.” His whole world had shifted gears in such a short amount of time. It was wholly wondrous.

      Halian began to kiss him, slow, drugging kisses that made him dizzy, made his world go soft. He held on, keeping them afloat, but that was about it. He was too busy soaring spiritually.

      “Will you let me see your bear, Nathan? Someday?”

      “Of course. I might flood the hot tub if I shifted now, but I want to see your wolf too.”

      “Wet fur is stinky, bear.”

      “This is true. And mine is rather… oily in the first place.”

      “I bet you’re cuddly. My wolf is ugly.”

      “Never.” He wouldn’t believe it for anything.

      “It’s true. I’m skinny and my fur is… a little patchy.”

      “Scars.” He knew his lover had them, but he hardly saw them.

      “Yes. It’s not the nicest thing, being the lowest man in the pack.”

      “I’m sorry you had to do that, sweet.” He stroked Halian’s back, offering comfort.

      “I’m not. They sent me to you. I’m okay with that.”

      Oh. Oh, Halian honored him so. Seriously. “I will never let anyone harm you,” he vowed, and his little wolf nodded.

      “Never. I will protect you. I swear.”

      They grinned at each other, touching noses. It felt so good to have this love, this acceptance.

      Halian squeezed him, holding him tight and making him gasp.

      “Be good, little wolf.”

      “I thought I was.”

      Nathan chuckled. “Well, you are, but I don’t want to—”

      Halian cut him off with a finger over his mouth. “You’re not going to hurt me. I was made for you.” Halian arched, licking his lips.

      He smiled against that finger. Well. When Halian put it that way, who was he to disappoint?
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      Halian yawned, trying to keep his eyes open. Gosh, why was he so tired? He never needed more than a few hours’ sleep, and he had to meet Owen.

      He headed across the little footbridge, his head pounding by the time he was halfway across, his sight swimming. Goodness.

      Hand to his head, he staggered a little, trying to right himself. Nausea rose in his throat. Oh, wow.

      “Are you all right, friend?” A young woman with bright gold eyes stared at him.

      “I’m meeting a friend for lunch.”

      “You don’t look well. How can I help?” She grabbed him when he stumbled again.

      “I don’t know.” He swallowed hard. What was wrong with him? “I’m supposed to meet him at the Grind. It’s on the other side of the bridge.”

      “I don’t think you’ll make it. I can call someone.”

      He shook his head, and it spun instead of clearing. He didn’t have phone numbers. Soon. Soon, he’d have a phone.

      “Who can I take you to?” She was half holding him up now.

      “Dude. Dude, Halian? Is that you?”

      He blinked up. Was it him? “No, you’re Ashkii.”

      Ash’s pretty dreads swam where they dangled in front of him. “What happened, Cari?”

      “He’s stumbling and dizzy. Says he’s going to meet someone?”

      “Owen. They were supposed to meet for lunch on the other side.”

      “Ah. Well, can you get him help? Can I call someone?”

      “Nathan. Call Nathan. Come over here and sit, Halian. Poor guy.”

      “I don’t know what’s wrong. I was fine a bit ago.”

      “How long ago?” Ash had him sitting down, head down, fanning him.

      “Nathan? Nathan, what’s wrong?”

      “Cari?” Ashkii frowned. “Hang up. Call Mai for me. Tell him I need help.”

      “Sure.” Cari’s voice buzzed on his nerves, but Halian stopped hearing actual words. What was going on?

      “Na’an.” Was his bear sick? He needed his bear to be okay. He’d promised.

      “Halian? I’m going to try to lift you, okay? You’re just little.”

      He tried to nod, but he ended up groaning with the pain.

      Ash did lift him, and he didn’t barf, but God, his head. It was going to split.

      He whimpered, and Ashkii began to run, calling over his shoulder. “Tell Mai to meet me there!”

      “I’m supposed to meet Owen.”

      “Shh. You’re not making sense, Halian. Just rest. I’ll get you back to Nathan.” Ashkii was very bouncy.

      Fast too.

      Like super-duper-crazy fast.

      “I don’t feel so good.”

      “No tossing your cookies on me, dude. That I did hear.” They swung across the footbridge, the world swaying crazy like.

      “No. No, that would be nasty.”

      “Good man.”

      The closer he got to Nathan’s, the better he felt, but his head still hurt so bad.

      “Bear…,” he cried. “Bear, help me!”

      He could hear a roar, the sound vibrating all the way through him.

      “Bear!” He struggled, scared, sick, and lost.

      “Hey, we’re almost there. You’re gonna hurt yourself.” Ashkii’s words poked at his brain. “Please, come on.”

      “Bear. I need Nathan.”

      Ash ran with him, and he knew when they got to Nathan’s house because the air cooled against his skin.

      “He was going to lunch with Owen,” Ash said as Halian was pressed against a huge, furry body.

      “My bear.”

      “I called him. I called him and Kell both.” Maicoh sounded worried, which was silly. Halian was fine.

      Nathan moaned, snuffling, the scent of musk huge and strong.

      “My bear. My bear. My bear.”

      “Halian. My head….” Nathan sounded grumpy.

      “Me too.” Goddess, him too. “Are we sick?”

      “Maybe? Did we eat?” One big paw covered almost his whole belly.

      “I was going to lunch with Owen.” But the thought alone made him whimper.

      “Ow.” Nathan covered more of him, trying to protect him, he thought.

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to.”

      Nathan growled softly, big head bobbing.

      “Tell me what happened.” That was Mai’s voice.

      “I went to lunch.” It was as simple as that.

      “Was Nathan all beary when you left?”

      “No. He was sleeping.”

      And now Nathan was fuzzy. If he could open his eyes, he’d admire. The problem was, when he did, sharp pain hit him every time. He couldn’t cope with the sickening throb in his temples.

      He whimpered softly, his manself disappearing and his wolf popping up. He burrowed in against Nathan. “Bear, what’s happening?”

      “Oh better.” Nathan’s tongue dragged over his head. Hot. Wet.

      He wiggled, one ear now stuck down.

      “Gross. Ash, grab me a towel. That’s nasty, man.”

      Ash laughed. “That’s some grooming, huh?”

      “Grooming? It’s like he’s been swimming. Towel.”

      Halian chuffed softly, the pain eased now. The towel appeared, and Mai rubbed it over his head. Nathan grumped a little, but let Mai clean him.

      “Goofy guys. I’ve got a call in to Mother Owl. Owen’s bringing hamburgers for all of us to share.”

      “That’s sweet,” Mai said.

      Oh, he hoped Owen wasn’t mad. He felt really bad.

      “Don’t. You were sick. You can visit with him here.”

      “Yeah? That would be good.”

      “It would be.” Nathan loved him, nuzzling him.

      “Oh bear. I felt so bad. So goddamn bad.”

      “Me too. I just wanted to be a bear because it hurt.”

      “Is it my fault? Did I ruin you?”

      “Shh. No one is ruined.” Nathan didn’t lick him again, but he could feel the urge there.

      “Are you two okay? They look better. Seriously. I thought Hali was going to die.”

      Nathan grunted, and that big body shrank, the fur falling away. “It hurt.”

      Oh, fingers. He wiggled, trying to get some love on his ears.

      Nathan laughed, rubbing his ear. “Oh, you are wet. Oops.”

      “What happened, buddy?” Ash came to sit with them. “Man, that was scary.”

      Halian had to fight the urge to growl.

      Nathan shook his head. “Halian left for his lunch with Owen, and I collapsed. I have no idea.”

      “That’s scary. No more collapsing. Ever.” Ashkii sounded so worried.

      A hand slid down his back, heavy and huge. “No. Thank the Goddess you were there to help Halian.”

      “Cari actually found him.”

      “Thank you, Cari. So much.” Nathan seemed to know the nice lady with the pretty eyes. Then again, Nathan knew everyone. “I do know most all of us. Cari’s amazing. She’s—”

      A knock sounded, and he barked.

      “I’ll get it.” Ash slid away again, and a tall dark-haired man entered, taking in the scene with bright, sharp eyes.

      “What happened?” he croaked.

      “They fell down—Nathan here; Halian on the bridge,” Ashkii answered as Nathan eased Halian deeper into his caress.

      The man came to kneel in front of them, peering into first Nathan’s eyes, then his.

      Halian licked Kell’s nose. “Hey raven-bird!”

      Nathan laughed. “He remembers you.”

      “Of course he does. I’m unforgettable.” Kell clicked and shook his head. “Do you hear each other? Did you bond?”

      “We do. We did. It clicked last night.” Nathan wasn’t denying it at all. Halian felt so proud.

      Kell sighed. “Silly bear. You two can’t just cross the veil like that! Not with a brand-new bond.”

      Nathan blinked. “I don’t understand.”

      “You two are at the beginning of this. The bond is between species and fragile.” Kell clicked and grunted. “You two need to stay together. Touching is best. Until it settles.”

      “Oh. That’s a terrible hardship,” Nathan teased. “How long?”

      “I don’t know. I’ve never seen a bear and wolf mate. You two are special.”

      “Well, of course we are.” Nathan laughed. “Should we have lunch? I need clothes.” Nathan stood and scooped Halian up. “I’ll be right back.”

      “Okay.” Everyone else started heading for the kitchen, and he hoped it was for plate and stuff for when Owen got there.

      One way or the other, Nathan didn’t seem to care. Nathan didn’t seem mad at him either, even though maybe he should be.

      “Okay, love. I need to get dressed. Can you shift, do you think?”

      He focused. No fur, no tail, no whiskers. No fur, no tail, no—“Hey, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to do… whatever I did.”

      “You didn’t. We did.” Nathan winked, then hugged him tight.

      It felt so good. So good, and he snuggled right up into Nathan’s chest. The last lingering bit of pain popped like a bubble, and Halian relaxed. Oh, better. He’d been so dizzy and gross.

      “Mmm.” Nathan nuzzled his hair, his noises so happy.

      “You’re better.” He didn’t have to ask. He knew.

      “So are you.”

      “Guys? Owen is here with food.”

      “Thanks, Mai.” Nathan kept touching him as they dressed.

      “I’m going to have to apologize. I missed our date.” And he felt bad about it.

      “He’ll understand, and you can try again once the bond settles.”

      “Right.” It only needed a couple of days, he was sure.

      They grinned at each other, then held hands on the way back out to the kitchen.

      “Dude! You scared me, bad.”

      Halian nodded to Owen. He’d scared him too.

      Owen bounced over to hug the side of him Nathan wasn’t holding. “But bonding is good, right?”

      He nodded. It had to be. Nathan was so pleased.

      “Good deal. We can go to lunch later. I brought hamburgers! I didn’t know Kell would be here.” Owen’s face fell a little.

      “He can have my fries,” Ash said. “They’re his favorite.”

      “Thank you, friend Ash.” Kell slid one cheek along Ashkii’s in a clear sign of appreciation.

      Ash just grinned. Owen passed out food, and there was more than enough for all. He saw Nathan slip Owen some money, as did Mai.

      Owen seemed so pleased to be there with them, to be laughing and playing and eating, and Owen didn’t seem mad at him at all.

      Poor Owen. Halian knew what it was like to be so lonely.

      They ended up all sitting together, laughing hard when another knock came to the kitchen door.

      “I smell hamburgers!” The call came from outside, and it was an older lady’s voice, one he’d never heard.

      Owen gave them all a look of panic.

      “Hello, Mother. That’s because I brought some.” Now, that was the grumpy mountain lion, and yeah, a fresh wave of hamburger smell hit them all.

      “Oh, how lovely. You’re so thoughtful, young man.” The door opened and a wizened lady walked in on Liam’s arm.

      “Hello, lady.” Nathan rose, pulling Halian with him. “This is my mate, Halian.”

      “Hello, young man. I’m so pleased to meet you.” She leaned in and kissed his cheek, so gently.

      “Thank you. Good afternoon.”

      “Your mate?” Liam’s eyes went wide.

      “Yep.”

      “So that’s what all the hubbub is about. I had no idea you could even do that.”

      “Me either.” Nathan didn’t sound worried.

      “It’s very rare and very fragile,” Mother Owl said, resting on Halian’s cheek.

      “Fragile? How?” Now Nathan sounded worried.

      “You’ll have to strengthen it, work at it.” She peered into his eyes. “And you musn’t cross the veil, little one. Not without Nathan. It’s too heavy.”

      “But it’s perfectly safe otherwise? We can stay here together and bond?” Nathan glanced at him, squeezing his hand.

      “I’m sure it—”

      “The only mixed-breed matings I’ve seen ended with both going out of their minds.”

      Halian stared at Liam, eyes huge.

      “Liam!” Kell scolded. “What an awful thing to say!”

      “What? It’s true! It was a murder-suicide. You remember them, right? That’s why Kell and I have never—”

      “Liam!” Nathan snapped. “That’s enough.”

      “What happens if the bond breaks?” he asked, and Mother Owl shook her head.

      “You’ve bonded, sweet child. Nathan is strong, but it might well kill you.”

      He tried not to cry. God, what had he done? Nathan deserved a mate strong enough to be with him. Not a very small wolf. Goddess, he was worthless. They’d told him that before, and the pack was right. Not worth mating with, and now he’d put the one he loved in danger.

      “No one’s going to die. This is a joy, not something to fear!” Kell snorted. “Liam’s an asshole.”

      He tried to smile, tried to think calm, simple thoughts. “Excuse me.”

      He patted his bear’s hand and pointed to the bathroom. “Queasy, bear. Sorry.”

      That wasn’t even a lie.

      Nathan nodded, but watched him all the way. Halian felt the weight of that worried gaze.

      He closed the door and locked it, then opened the window. It was bunny-quick, to strip down and shift, before clambering out the window and landing on the ground. He squeezed his eyes closed. They’d been right all along, the pack. He wasn’t worth mating with anyone. He wasn’t strong, he wasn’t brave, and he wasn’t worthy. A little pain for Nathan now versus insanity? That was nothing. The best thing he could give Nathan was his death.

      Love you, bear. Remember me.

      Then he started to run as fast as he could for the river. If he was lucky, he’d float away and no one would find him.
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      “Something’s wrong.” Nathan clutched at his belly, the pain there tearing at him. It came on suddenly, just as it had before, and he doubled over, trying to stifle a roar.

      “Maicoh! Get Halian!” Mother Owl came running to him, one hand on his chest, trying to calm him.

      “Halian…,” He moaned it, trying to stand up, but he couldn’t.

      “Easy. Easy, Nathan. Breathe for me. You’re all right.”

      No. No, he didn’t think so.

      “He’s gone. His clothes are there, but he’s gone.” Mai’s words didn’t make sense. Where would Halian go?

      “I didn’t mean to scare the kid…,” Liam muttered, and Kell’s voice shot out, hard and icy.

      “What the fuck did you mean to do, then, you thoughtless asshole? Get out! You’re not welcome here, not anymore!”

      Liam slunk away, head down, and Nathan couldn’t even reach out to his friend. He could feel the bear trying to batter its way out, but he wasn’t sure his bearself would be as reasonable. He might eat people.

      “What do we do, Mai?” Ash was right there, hand on him, but it wasn’t the touch his soul needed.

      “We have to bring them back together. He’s just scared.” Mai sighed and started stripping. “The pack’s hurt him; you know that, mate. You’ve been there. You left me for years.”

      “I know. Poor baby. Mother? Can you and Kell watch Nathan?”

      “Go. Please. Find.” Nathan was losing words.

      “We will. I’ll go to the river. Mai, you head up. We’ll find him and bring him home.”

      “Thank you, friends.”

      “I’ll call Angela to come watch over him,” Kell said. “I can see more since I can fly.”

      “As soon as you can. He’ll be okay, right?” Ash sounded so worried, but Nathan knew it was Halian, his little wolf, who wasn’t going to be. He wasn’t strong enough yet, not yet.

      He would be, though, no question. If he could survive this.

      “Go, boys. Go, find him.”

      They all disappeared like smoke, leaving him with Mother Owl. He held her hand, trying not to crush, because it calmed him. “Mate.”

      “Shh… he’s a dear little one. So good. You can breathe. I’ll stay with you.”

      “He’ll get sick.”

      “He will, but don’t listen to Liam. He’s stronger than any of you think.” Mama Owl stroked his forehead. “He’s been ill-used, but he’s strong enough to sacrifice everything for you.”

      “No sacrifice. Want him.” He leaned into the touch, the comfort undeniable. He needed to believe what she was saying.

      “He’ll be back.” She patted his head.

      “Promise?” Nathan convulsed again, his skin too tight, as if he had a rising fever. “What’s wrong with the veil?”

      “Wrong? It’s gotten heavy, thick. I think it will be harder and harder for many of us to cross. This is a sanctuary. We were all hunted. Even little Kell, although he doesn’t remember.” She sighed. “Everyone but Maicoh.”

      “Mother?” Kell’s voice was raw. “Angela’s on the way.”

      “Thank you, Kell. Go fly.”

      Kell rustled, the smell of man changing to one of sky and wind and feathers.

      “Find him for me, please. I need him.” He reached out to Halian, but there was nothing but agony. Chaos.

      He floated, or maybe he was drowning. The roaring in his head got louder and louder until his sister was there with the lady owl, her soft rumbles so like his.

      “You’ll be fine. Crazy man. You know better.” Angela put a cold cloth on his forehead. “And I may spank the little wolf, once he’s home.”

      He tried to laugh, but only grunted. “Halian. Please.”

      “Love you, bear. Always.” The words were weak, barely there, but they were there.

      “Come back. Please, come back to me. I love you.”

      “I can’t. I’m sorry.”

      “You have to. Please, it hurts.” Not just physically.

      “I know. I love you.” Halian’s voice hiccupped, fading quickly.

      “No!” He said it out loud, and he shouted it in his mind.

      All he got back was echoes.
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      Halian sang, telling himself that soon the agony would end. He’d tried to turn back, to go to Nathan, but he’d fallen in the river already, had managed to crawl under an outcropping, but that was all.

      Now he waited and sang.

      All he had to do was sit there, right? Nathan was the strong one. Once Halian was gone, Nathan could find a new mate. A bear.

      Someone strong and amazing. Not someone who loved him more—that wasn’t possible—but someone who was worthy.

      He had heard Nathan calling to him, but then he’d gotten too tired to respond. He sucked in a breath, his world nothing but pain and the rushing of the river.

      Halian had no idea how long he waited, but he didn’t feel like he was losing his mind. He was just… so sad. Hurting. Lethargic.

      “I will watch over you. I swear. I will always be close.” He wanted Nathan to know.

      “Halian.” It was a roar. That of an injured bear.

      “I love you. I want to come home.”

      “Come to me, then. Please. Find me. Everyone is looking.”

      “I can’t. I… I’m dying, bear. I can’t get up. I messed up again.” Over and over, in fact.

      “Someone is coming. Howl, love. Try. For me.”

      He sucked in a breath, letting out a tiny little sound that he wasn’t sure anyone could hear.

      “Halian? Pup? That you?”

      He tried again, this cry louder.

      “Hold on! I’m coming.” He heard the voice, but he wasn’t sure who it was. He was crying out now like a pup calling out for food.

      Bare feet landed by his head, and then Liam scooped him up. “There you are. Silly wolf. I’m taking you home where you belong.”

      He tried to help, his legs swimming a little.

      “No, just hold still so we don’t slip.”

      Hold still. “Bear. He says hold still.”

      “He’s on the river bank with you. He might fall. Just let him bring you here.”

      “I’m sorry. I tried to save you.”

      “You can only save me by coming home.” The closer Liam took him to Nathan’s house, the stronger the words came.

      “I didn’t mean to scare you, kid. I was just talking. Tell your bear and everyone else I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to—I’ll head out tonight.” Liam sighed. “It doesn’t matter, kid. Stay with Nathan. You’ll be fine.”

      He whined, not wanting Liam to do the same stupid thing he had and run off. This was his home, this canyon.

      “Shh. Give me two minutes and you’ll be there. Can’t you tell already?”

      He could. Halian could hear Nathan’s heartbeat.

      “Bear? Can you hear me?”

      “Halian!” He heard the grunting as Nathan tried to come to him.

      “There. There, you’re almost at his front door. I don’t want to see anyone. Mai or Ash will come take you inside. I’m sorry.” Liam lowered him so gently to the ground, avoiding sharp rocks. “Forgive me, pup. I’m not fit for society.”

      Then the mountain lion appeared, screamed once, and disappeared.

      He heard the pounding of feet, and Mai appeared in seconds. “Halian! Oh, thank the gods. Come on, honey.” Mai picked him up and rushed him the rest of the way to his bear.

      He started whining and crying as soon as he touched Nathan. “Sorry. So sorry. I was scared to hurt you. I’m sorry.”

      “Shh. You’re here. I love you. Shh.”

      “Forgive me. I’m so stupid. I wanted to save you.”

      “You will if you stay with me.” Nathan’s very human body wrapped around him. “I need you. Just you.”

      “Forgive me. I don’t want you to be broken because you chose a weak mate.”

      “I didn’t. I am going to beat you.” Nathan was laughing, the sound one of relief and joy.

      “I want what’s best for you. I love you, more than anything.”

      Nathan stroked his ears. “Then stay with me.”

      He had no idea if everyone else was still there, but the words were a declaration. They rang through Halian’s bones.

      Stay. He could do that.

      “Good. Oh, so tired.” Nathan leaned against him hard.

      He heard that. He cried softly, panting as his world spun.

      “Shh. Sleep now.”

      Halian thought maybe they were on the floor, but it didn’t matter. They were together.

      He was home.
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      Nathan waited for his head to stop pounding.

      Then he crawled into bed with Halian in his arms. There were notes on the kitchen table and a big pizza box that smelled lovely, but he wanted to hold his lover.

      Halian was scared and sad, and Nathan didn’t know what to do about it. He was going to figure it out, though. He knew Liam hadn’t meant anything by what he’d said and that poor Halian had panicked.

      Mai had explained the pack to him, and he’d seen the scars himself.

      He would help Halian see his own worth. Nathan believed that with his whole soul.

      Halian whined softly, eyes opening. “Bear?”

      “Shhh.” He stroked one ear. “We needed to get up off the floor.”

      “Are you mad at me? Can I stay?”

      “I’m not mad. I’m sad that you thought I would want you to go.” He held Halian close, wanting him to feel the truth through touch.

      “I didn’t! I thought you would be better off.”

      “I know. I love you, sweet. You’re my mate. How could I be better with you gone?”

      The answer he got was a rush of shame, guilt, and worry.

      “No.” He said it out loud. “No guilt. We’re here now, and we know better. We can do this together.”

      Those pretty eyes met his, so sad.

      “I need to talk with you, Halian. Man to man.”

      Halian closed his eyes, the air around them shimmering. The shift took longer than the others he’d seen Halian accomplish, but then he was there.

      “Forgive me?” Halian’s eyes glistened with tears.

      “Of course, sweet. Anything.” He would too. Thing was, he had to stop it happening again. “I need to know why you ran.”

      “He said you’d be insane because of me.”

      “Liam was just being Liam.” He rubbed noses with his mate. “He’s a grumpy cat.”

      “He saved me. He found me and brought me home.” Halian sighed. “He was sorry.”

      “Of course he did. He’s not bad. Thoughtless. A worrywart. But good.” Nathan chuckled softly, shook his head. Liam meant no real harm. Liam needed to mate with his raven and stop being frightened. “When I see him next, I’ll hug him and we’ll be well. You though, I need to know your worries. All of them.”

      “But they said if I mated, it would be bad.”

      “They who?” Now they were getting somewhere. Halian had to mean his former pack.

      “The pack. They said I wasn’t allowed to mate.”

      “It’s not as if we’re going to have babies, either one of us.”

      “No. No, that doesn’t work that way, bear.”

      “Right. I imagine that was what they were worried about.” That and the pack hadn’t wanted Halian to have support. “But you’re not there now.”

      “No. No, but you think it will be okay? You and me? It feels… good.”

      “I think it will be more than okay. We take it slow and make sure we’re ready before we try to spend much time apart.”

      “Are you angry? I wasn’t running from you, but for you.”

      “No, love. I’m not mad.” Sad for Halian. Determined to make it better.

      Halian curled in, hiding from him. “I am.”

      “At me?” He blinked. Had he been mean? Nathan searched his memory.

      “No. At them—the pack.”

      “Oh.” That was utterly fair. “I am too. They mistreated my mate and some of my best friends so badly.”

      Halian looked up at him, eyes wet with tears. “I’m little and stupid, but I love you. I love you so much.”

      “You’re not stupid. You try hard to do the right thing, which makes you a hero in my book.” That was no lie. More people should be so caring.

      “I’ve never been anyone’s hero.”

      “Well, you’re mine now, sweet.” He chuckled. “Though you need a bath. You smell like wet wolf. And I smell like stress.”

      “I like baths. A lot.” Halian’s grin was tentative.

      “I do too. We should have one.” Nathan hugged Halian to him again.

      Halian relaxed into him, humming low. “Okay. I can.”

      “Good.” Lifting his lover, Nathan rolled off the bed. Maybe someday he would let Halian out of range of his touch again but not right now.

      Right now he needed his little wolf, right with him, skin to skin. He held Halian with one arm while he turned on water. Halian nuzzled into him, rumbling deep in his chest.

      The steam came out almost right away, and he drew Halian with him into the big shower. Oh, that was nice, releasing his muscles.

      He felt his little wolf begin to shake, his lover overwhelmed and clinging.

      “Shhh. It’s okay now. It is.” He knew they would be fine. Nathan just needed Halian to believe it.

      “I’m so sorry. I am. I didn’t mean to hurt you.”

      “I know, sweet. I know that. We have to trust what we have. Trust each other.” He stroked Halian’s skin, washing gently.

      How mad could he be? This sweet lover was so sorry, so scared, and so hurt.

      No, now was for healing and loving, not scolding.

      His little wolf would learn about how important he was, how much Nathan loved him.

      He kissed Halian’s neck, loving on that bare skin with his hands.

      “I love you. I will take care of you forever. I swear.”

      He nodded. “Yes. Always. I love you too, mate.”

      “I’m going to try and be good enough for you.” Halian nuzzled his chest and reached for the soap.

      “Then we’ll be perfect.” Nathan had no idea what else to say. Halian would realize sometime soon that they both needed to work on their relationship. He had to keep helping Halian understand his worth.

      “We will. Together.” Halian whispered in his ear. “Can I be happy now, that we’re together?”

      “Yes, sweet. Yes you can.” They both could. He would never be wistful for what his friends had. Nathan had found his other half.

      “Good.” “Good, bear. I love you.”

      “I love you too.” They had so much to learn about each other, so much to do together.

      Nathan couldn’t wait.
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      Halian cleaned every inch of Nathan’s house, scrubbing and straightening like a mad thing as his bear slept.

      He couldn’t rest. He couldn’t sleep. He couldn’t stop. He wanted more than anything to make Nathan proud. His skin itched, and he wanted to go touch his bear, but he needed to do this, to atone for leaving. For being so dumb. Halian knew he had a lot to make up for.

      He headed into the bedroom, just to stare a minute, to look at his bear with love. Nathan was sprawled on the huge bed, naked, that tight but somehow broad butt sticking up a little. Nathan was big all over. That beloved face was buried in the pillow, and Nathan was snoring.

      My beautiful bear. He could cry with the huge weight of emotion that flooded him.

      “Mmmph.” Nathan rolled to his back, one hand flinging out toward him. Oh, so pretty. Flat belly, heavy cock….

      He took a step forward, eyes fascinated by the sight. Then he tripped over the rug under the bed and went crashing onto the mattress.

      “Ooph.” Nathan sat up, flailing, almost tossing him off on the floor.

      “Sorry!” He scrambled up off the bed. “I tripped.”

      “Oh. Well, come here and kiss me.” Nathan held out that big hand.

      He took it, because he had to. He craved the touch. When their fingers met, his itch backed right off. He wanted to crawl in the bed and rub, make them both feel better.

      “Bear.” He sighed the word out because it felt so good.

      “Mmm. Where did you go?”

      “I was here. Cleaning up. Making it nice.”

      “You make it nice by being here.” Nathan hugged him close, which his bear was so good at.

      He hummed softly, the whole world going fuzzy around the edges.

      “There. Kiss me, sweet.”

      That was an easy request really, because it was what his entire soul wanted to do. He pushed in and brought their lips together.

      So wonderful. There was nothing better than touching his bear.

      “So why do you spend so much time doing other things?” Nathan asked.

      “Other things?” He took another kiss and another.

      “Yes.” Nathan sat back enough to look at him. “You’re always somewhere else. Cleaning or doing anything but being with me.”

      “I want to—” Be with you. “So much.”

      “Then be with me, love. Trust that you’re enough. Just you.” Nathan put one big hand over Halian’s heart.

      He closed his eyes and focused on that hand—the fingers, the heat of Nathan’s palm. Nathan was his everything, and that touch sent warmth flooding through him.

      “There. There, pup. You feel me, don’t you?”

      “I do. Oh, I do.” Halian melted a little. “I feel you everywhere. I do.”

      “This is what’s important, sweet. Not how clean the house is.” Nathan held him there, his heartbeat thudding against that hard palm.

      His body tightened, his balls drawing up. He wanted to feel Nathan deep inside him, filling him, spreading him wide.

      “Do you, sweet? Do you want me in you?” Nathan stroked his chest, then his belly.

      “Do you still want to? I didn’t want to ask.” He didn’t want Nathan to say no.

      “Halian. We’re mates. I will always want you.” Nathan stared into his eyes. “Why won’t you believe in me?”

      “I do!” He started shivering. “I want you. I want to be with you. I don’t want to ask you for things you don’t want!”

      “But we’re together. Partners.” Nathan kissed him then, soothing. “We ask for what we want, and if we want something different, we tell each other. I’m not part of that pack.”

      “No. No, we’re our own pack. Our very own.” Their very own wee little pack of two. Like Maicoh and Ashkii. Packs of two.

      “Yes, exactly.” Nathan’s smile was like dawn breaking. “We’ll make our own rules.”

      “Our own rules. Yes. I’d like to make a rule about loving each other. I’d like to touch you. A lot.”

      “I like that as well. I want you to tell me when you feel unsure. No matter what your worry.” Nathan wiggled against him, which let him feel the hard ridge of Nathan’s cock rising for him.

      “I want to be so good for you, right for you.” He groaned and arched toward the solid strength of his bear.

      “You are. You’re amazing.” Nathan grabbed his ass and squeezed hard. “You’re mine, little wolf. I want you.”

      “I am yours. I’m going to be yours now, forever.”

      “Come here.” Nathan lay back, pulling him atop that big, gorgeous body.

      The sudden motion made him laugh, and he straddled his bear, snuggling right in.

      “That’s good, sweet. You feel amazing.” That cock rubbed up against his belly.

      “Yes.” That was the truth. He felt… real.

      “I love how you rub against me, how you need me.” Nathan slipped a finger along his crack.

      “I crave you.” He spread wider, giving Nathan everything.

      “Mm-hmm.” Nathan opened him up, the finger dry, scratching a bit.

      He hummed, licking his lips like that would wet him.

      “You know I won’t hurt you, sweet. I’m just teasing you right now.”

      “I’m not worried. Eager. Happy. Horny. Not worried.”

      “Good.” Nathan chuckled. “I need to believe you too, huh? That you love all of me.”

      “Every inch.” He reached down and stroked his bear, base to tip.

      “Mmm.” Nathan arched up, all that muscle moving, big body arching.

      He groaned softly and stroked again. “That’s so pretty.”

      “Oh, sweet. Yes. Like that. Up and down.”

      Halian nodded and slid back, stroking steadily and lapping at the slit of his bear’s cock.

      Nathan wiggled and moaned, rising and falling, really letting him have everything he wanted. Nathan tasted like heaven, and he groaned, deep in his chest.

      “Turn around here, sweet, so I can use my mouth on you.”

      He blinked over. “You want to taste me?” He’d never had anyone ask him for that.

      “Yes. I want to taste you. And get you wet.” Nathan grinned, an adorably lecherous look.

      “Oh….” He whimpered softly and nodded, turning carefully, his cock aching with anticipation.

      Nathan grabbed his hips, and sure enough, licked at his cock, making him wiggle.

      He bent to Nathan’s prick, lapping at the tip. His bear. His mate. Nathan’s mouth closed around him, wet and hot and tight, and he cried out, his whole body alive.

      “Breathe, little wolf. In and out.”

      In and out. He could do that.

      He breathed in through his nose, and the spots cleared from in front of his eyes.

      “Better. Better, little wolf.” Nathan’s happiness was everywhere, filling him up, and he moaned, because the connection flowed through him, and he felt the pleasure everywhere.

      He sobbed with joy and bent back to his work, licking and playing with Nathan’s slit.

      Nathan touched him, stroking his hip, then his ass. He arched into the caresses, and he whimpered, his balls drawing up.

      Nathan tugged him, pushing and pulling until he let go of that thick, long cock. Nathan turned him then, tongue flicking at him, wetting his hole.

      His spine arched so fast he worried he would snap it. Bear!

      “Mm-hmm. Love how you taste.”

      Please. So good. I feel you everywhere. Please.

      Yes. Soon. Nathan got him open, got him good and wet, making him crazy. Then Nathan lifted him again, turning him and pushing him down so his ass hit that sweet dick.

      His eyes rolled back, and he nodded, bearing down and taking that thick cock in. The burn was sweet, and his toes curled.

      “Oh, Halian.” Nathan’s voice was a bass bear rumble.

      “Yours. Yours, bear.” He met Nathan’s gaze. “You licked me.”

      “I did. Now you’re mine.” Nathan laughed, making him chuckle.

      He leaned down, licking a long line along Nathan’s collarbone. “Ditto.”

      “Like a turkey sandwich.” They laughed together, which moved Nathan’s cock inside him.

      His laughter died, replaced with a soft moan. His body was lit up. Nathan filled him up in more ways than one now, stretching him to the edge of too much. He loved it. Every second of it.

      He clenched, feeling every inch of Nathan’s cock inside him.

      “Uhn.” Nathan arched, lifting him up, and he thought they might never come apart now. That was okay. He could feel this forever.

      “Forever,” Nathan agreed, pulling him down with one hand.

      “Always. Bear, I love you!” He gasped, lightning shooting through him.

      “Yes. Yes, love.” Nathan grabbed his cock, which was bouncing as he rode, stroking it.

      “Harder.” He needed a firm hand.

      “Anything you want, sweet. Anything.” Nathan gave him harder, more, deeper.

      He groaned as Nathan drove into him, filling him to the brim.

      They panted, rocking together, the freedom to make his own rules almost a giddy thing.

      “Our own pack, little wolf. No one will ever be allowed to treat you badly again.” His bear’s words were pure growl.

      “No. Not even me.” Halian laughed, bouncing, so close.

      “That’s right, mate. Not even you.” Nathan held his gaze, and he fell into the dark, sure eyes.

      They slammed together, and Nathan’s eyes flew open wide, his lover coming deep inside him. Heat flooded him, and when Nathan stroked him again, he shot hard enough that his eyes rolled back in his head.

      Nathan lay there, panting. Then he started laughing.

      It took a bit before he had the breath and good sense to ask, “What’s funny, bear?”

      “Nothing. I’m just so happy I can’t contain it.”

      Oh. Oh, that was good. He rested down on his bear, his eyelids going heavy. “I love you too.”

      “Now, this time we wake up together, right? Or you wake me up if you get bored?”

      “We wake up together. Please. I want to hold you.” He felt like he could rest. Finally.

      “Then we can stay right here.” Nathan enveloped him in a hug, which was the thing his bear did best.

      He pulled the comforter over them, snuggling right in. “Here is the best place, bear. Here is our den.”

      “Ours. I can’t wait to share everything with you.”

      “Me too. I’m going to love you so good.” The steady beat of Nathan’s heart was hypnotic.

      “Thank you, sweet. Thank you for crossing over to find me.” Nathan hugged him closer, until he thought they could become one.

      “Thank you for believing in me. I needed you.” His world was growing, even as it shrunk to his lover’s arms.

      “I will always believe in you, sweet. Always.” Nathan kissed his cheek. “Now, I think we were napping.”

      “Mm-hmm.” Napping. He was all over that.

      And when he woke up and needed to work off nervous energy? He could think of something way better than cleaning to do.
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      Nathan put the finishing touches on the roast, making sure the platter had potatoes and carrots artfully arranged. He had roast, salad for Martin, rolls, gravy, and a big blueberry pie.

      He looked at Halian. “Are you ready to entertain our friends, love?”

      “I am. I lit the candles and brushed the snow off the porch.” His little wolf was fascinated by the snow and would play in it for hours while Nathan napped.

      “You’re amazing.” Nathan reeled Halian in for a kiss. “Has anyone heard from Liam?”

      Halian shook his head. “His house is empty. There’s nothing but furniture and dust.”

      “Damn.” Nathan missed his grumpy kitty friend so much. He’d run off after bringing Halian back, and no one had seen him, not even Kell.

      Halian nodded, but didn’t apologize this time. They’d talked this to death, and Nathan didn’t want his mate being sorry for things he hadn’t done.

      Liam’s guilt was no one’s fault, not even Liam’s. It had all been a misunderstanding.

      A knock sounded before his sister breezed in, the air around her scented of cinnamon and vanilla icing. “I brought cinnamon rolls!”

      “Angela! I made you an afghan!” Halian was proving to be quite the little fiber artist—crocheting, knitting. Nathan was going to get his wolf a loom for Yule and let him go wild.

      “Did you?” Angela let him take the pan of rolls, then went to look. “Oh, Hali! It’s perfect! So pretty.”

      Halian beamed, his lovely mate coming into his own.

      “I hoped you would like it.”

      Angie hugged him. “I do! Thank you.”

      Halian kissed her cheek. “Let me hang up your coat.”

      She nodded, then came back to Nathan for a bone-crunching hug. “Cold out there.”

      “It is. How are you?” He hugged back, so happy to see her. They weren’t strangers, by any means, but he’d been busy with his mate, and they slept a lot.

      “Good! Good. The shop does better when it’s chilly.”

      “I don’t doubt it. Halian wants to come down next week and have a white chocolate mocha. He says you make the best ones.”

      “I do.” She winked. “Smells so good in here.”

      “Hello!” Another knock came, Mai and Ash tumbling in.

      “It’s snowing!” Ash laughed and shook the snowflakes from his wild hair. “Happy day, my friends. I brought candy!”

      “What kind of candy?” Halian asked.

      “Lemon hard candy and a peanut butter fudge. The fudge is like heaven.” Ash handed the sweets to Halian and came to get a hug. “Hello, bear!”

      “Hello, friend Ash.” He lifted Ash off his feet. “How are you?”

      “Good. I’ve been working on our house. It needed to stop being cold.”

      “Is it better?” Ash was not a fan of the snow like his Hali.

      “Yes. I fixed it, and we’re cozy as bugs in a rug. Hali? Your blankets helped so much.”

      “Oh, good! I’m so glad.” Hali bounced around to hug Mai, then Ash.

      Nathan couldn’t stop smiling. He simply couldn’t. His world was full, rich, and his mate was becoming everything.

      Everything.

      “Is Kell coming?” Mai asked quietly.

      “He said he was.” Nathan shrugged. “Some days he’s happier.”

      “Do we know anything? Ash says he never saw a single trace of Liam on the river.”

      “No. I think he crossed over, forced himself through the veil.” Poor Liam. Nathan hoped his friend found his way home soon. If Mother Owl was right, soon he wouldn’t be able to come home.

      “I brought greens!” Martin came in carrying a covered casserole.

      “I made a salad.” Hali went to rub cheeks with their resident marmot. “And Nathan cooked some carrots and celery separately.”

      “Mmm. Thank you.” Martin beamed. “I found you more wool, Hali. I brought you a big bag full.”

      “Thank you, friend. I’m looking forward to a long winter making things.”

      “We all love your blankets.” Martin clicked his teeth. “So, what are we watching tonight?”

      They would all pile on the big sectional and watch a movie.

      “We’re watching the Jumanji movies.” Nathan grinned and winked. “We decided that would make us all happy.”

      Martin clapped hands. “Oh, yes.”

      The final knock came, and they all looked at each other, breathing a collective sigh of relief. Halian answered the door, Kell there with a large bundle in his hands.

      “Hello, friend. May I come in?”

      “Always. You’re always welcome.”

      “Thank you for inviting me.”

      Halian let Kell in, and he came right to Nathan. “Can I leave these things with you, Nathan?”

      “Leave? Where are you going?”

      Kell met his gaze, dark eyes sad. “I need to find Liam.”

      “But….” What was he supposed to say? No? Nathan knew better. Kell and Liam were as much a pair as he and Halian were, if vastly more star-crossed.

      “Please? This is all I want to really keep. I rented out my nest.”

      “Anything. Anything, just promise you’ll bring him home when you find him.”

      “I will. Have fun, hmm?”

      “Take some food with you.” Halian came to Kell to kiss both his cheeks.

      “No, I’ll travel light.”

      “We’ll miss you.” He waved, shivering as Kell shifted and left without another word.

      Everyone was silent for a long moment. Then they all headed to the kitchen. Nathan poured drinks, and they all toasted their friends. “To Liam and Kell.”

      Halian lifted his glass. “To love and forever.”

      “To forever,” he agreed. Nathan knew he’d found it. Now he hoped all his friends ended up so lucky.

      Halian kissed his cheek. “Come on, mate. Let’s eat. We’ll celebrate them when they get home.”

      “We will. Until then, let’s celebrate us, huh?”

      “Yes, mate. Every day.”

      He took Halian’s hand, happiness filling his whole self. His mate. He could have chased the moon forever and not found this.

      Good thing Halian had come home to him.

      

      End
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      Look for Liam and Kell in Spirit Quest 3: Breaking the Ice, coming January 2020!

      Interested in learning more about BA’s cowboys? Want free fiction and news? Join my newsletter!

      Spurs and Shifters

      https://lp.constantcontact.com/su/A9CRUzp/baandjulia   
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      Hey, y’all!

      Thank you for giving Chasing the Moon a try. I hope you enjoyed the story, and will consider leaving a review at the eBook retailer website where you made your purchase.

      Don’t forget to “like” my BA Tortuga page on Facebook to keep up with new releases, author news, special discount codes and sale announcements. And if you’re interested in sneak peeks, rodeo pictures, and general fun, please come see the BA’s Cowboys on Facebook. We’d love to have all y’all!

      Yeehaw!

      BA
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