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      Tanner Weiling stood on the ladder out on the porch of the Dead and Breakfast Inn, freezing his big old bear butt off. The snows were up to an elephant’s ass, let alone his, and he was outside. Why?

      Because it was on Carter’s list for him to put up lights the day after Thanksgiving, which was today. That was why. The bouncy kitty was hanging shit inside, saying Tanner had more insulation than he did.

      Somehow, he had a feeling that Carter was saying he was packing on his hibernation weight. Not a good thing to tell the boss, who was now shivering and trying to get icicle lights to stay on hooks that already had icicles on them.

      “Dammit.” He banged his hand on the gable. “There had better be hot tea with honey and flapjacks for me when I get down from here.”

      “Pardon me?” The softest voice sounded, seeming to wrap around him. “Do you need help? I’m looking for work to trade for a little milk and some sugar.”

      He glanced down under his arm, which was kinda tough, and spit the clip out of his mouth. “Hi! Uh, I didn’t hear you drive up.” The man was… oh, he was so pretty, with white-blond hair, almost reddish at the tips. Tanner expected him to have pale eyes, too, but they were so dark they were almost black.

      “I’m Kody. I’m happy to work. I don’t mind the cold.”

      “I’m just old and lazy.” Tanner climbed down the ladder, noting that Kody came to about his chin. “Nice to meet you, Kody. I’m Tanner.” His nose worked, his bear telling him Kody was also a bear shifter.

      “Pleased to meet you.” Skinny. This little bear was bony, the patched coat hanging off him. Even with that, his hand was warm when he shook Tanner’s proffered one, so the cold must really be easier for him.

      “Back at you. So did you say you were looking for work?”

      “Yes, sir. I’ll trade work for milk and sugar. I don’t need a lot, maybe half a gallon of milk and a cup of sugar? I’ll work for the rest of the morning for it.”

      Milk and sugar. Huh. “Well, we have plenty of that, but it’s not worth a whole morning.” Fallon would give him hell for hiring someone without knowing anything but their name, but Tanner trusted his gut. “How about you help me string these lights?”

      “No problem.” The little bear scrambled up the ladder, agile and quick, getting right to work like he was made to do this.

      Wow. Like a circus bear. Not like a huge, dense grizzly at all. He directed, and the job was done in probably a third of the time as it would have taken him, the whole big wraparound porch and the ground floor windows of the tower done.

      “That looks so nice, Kody. Thank you. Would you like to come in to warm up?” Tanner asked gently. He would make some breakfast. The poor baby looked so hungry, and milk and sugar just weren’t going to do it.

      A look of pure longing crossed Kody’s lean face, but he schooled it. “I’d love to, but I can’t today. Maybe there will be work tomorrow? I can do lots of basic things, and I learn quick.”

      “I would like that. Will you come early?” He was the one up then usually, even though with the cold he just. Wanted. To sleep. Dammit.

      “I will. I can come early and work hard.” Kody smiled at him, so sweet. “Thank you. So much.”

      “Let me get that milk and sugar for you.” He padded into the house, moving swiftly to the kitchen to grab a half-gallon of milk and a cup of sugar. That should keep Kody until tomorrow when Tanner would have a care package ready for him.

      “You’re a good bear. Thank you.” Kody peered inside from the door. “What a nice den. You must be proud.”

      “You can come in, if you want.”

      Kody stepped back. “My boots are all muddy, but thank you.”

      Tanner didn’t point out his gross puddles all across the floor. Glenda was going to kill him. She used to take off the winter months, but now she could catch a ride with her mate, Yardley, who wasn’t worried about a little snow on the road. Gargoyles feared very little.

      “Here you go,” Tanner said, going to hand Kody the milk and sugar after stuffing it in a tote bag. Carter, his manager, was all about reuse, reduce, recycle. “Can I give you a ride anywhere?”

      “No. I’m close enough to walk. Thank you though. Very much.”

      He didn’t frown. He didn’t, though anywhere you could walk around here was his or one of his partners’ land. “Well, you be careful. It’s cold.”

      “It is. Have a lovely day. Enjoy your pretty lights.” In a flash, Kody was moving, scrambling through the snow like he was native to it.

      Tanner watched him go, something in him responding to Kody with a weird, fluttery warmth in his belly. He shook it off, sighing. He still had a lot on his honey-do list today, and Carter would be up around noon to check things.

      His manager was mated to his business partner, a vampire, and it had affected his schedule a lot. They were managing it much better now, but there were still some issues.

      Mostly involving unexpected biting and the periodic noises from upstairs that sounded like someone was dying, but that was to be expected.

      “What happened? Where did all this mud come from?”

      “Uh-oh.” Glenda was in residence early, and she sounded pissed, her deep, crypt-lid-banging voice accompanied by her hair snakes hissing and snapping. “No idea. Going to get the roof Santa from the shed. By-ee.” Tanner fled.

      He had a lot to do, but he would make sure to save some of it for Kody. Somehow, Tanner knew it would be important.
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      The babies woke him up, crying softly, the tiny things hungry. Again.

      Kody forced himself to shift out of his fur and throw on his clothes. “Okay. I have sugar milk. I’ll feed you, you sleep, and I’ll go get more.”

      Three bear cubs. Their momma was gone, probably killed by poachers or hit by a car, but he couldn’t remember if he knew how it had happened. They were like him; he could smell it. They were half human. Milk and sugar were the best he could do right now, but he would find a way to get them formula soon. He was just so tired.

      He’d found a rabbit yesterday, but the babies wouldn’t eat it, so he did. He wanted to go home, but he…he just couldn’t quite see where that was.

      This seemed like a good place to stop and rest. He hadn’t had… an episode in days. And the big man at the sprawling house had been so kind.

      It ached with friendliness, with warmth.

      He would go work, get more milk. The babies needed to grow and thrive, not just survive. “Drink some more. Soon I have to go.” It would take him long minutes to set up the system of baby gates he’d created for the cave.

      They were good about sleeping under the piles of cardboard and blankets, but he wanted them safe while he ran out and worked for the nice bear.

      The smallest baby, the one he called Sabrina, nursed kind of listlessly, and he stroked her ears. “You have to drink, baby. I’ll try to find a way to get you something better than this. I swear. But you can’t get sick. Please.” He’d thought they were big enough they should be eating soft food, but he just couldn’t remember. So he needed formula.

      He couldn’t even begin to figure out where someone got bear’s milk, but this had to work. Maybe he could ask where the nearest town was, then go to the library to look some stuff up if it wasn’t too far.

      Once they’d all eaten, including Sabrina, who burped delicately, he kissed each one in turn. “Be good. I’ll be back. I love you.”

      How could someone kill a momma bear? How could anyone leave three cubs behind to die? He couldn’t, that was for sure. No way. No how.

      Kody set all the gates and headed toward the lights of the buildings, making sure to hide his path and make sure he didn’t lead anyone to the babies. They wouldn’t stand a chance right now, not against any other kind of predator.

      Tanner waited for him on the porch, smiling when he came into view. “Hi, Kody.”

      “Mister Tanner. Good morning. Did you sleep well?”

      “I did. How are you?” Tanner’s smile warmed his insides, even as cold as it was outside.

      “Good. Good.” Cold, tired, hungry, scared, a touch lost. “I came early, like you asked.”

      “I appreciate that. Would you like a sausage biscuit? I made far too many, and I would love to share some with you.”

      His belly roared, grinding at him. “If you have enough, I’d like that, very much.”

      “I do. Do you like tea or coffee?” Tanner led the way inside the back door, and he kinda rocked from one foot to another before following, because Tanner was waiting, and it was rude to ignore him.

      “Either. Both. Tea is nice.” Tea came with honey. That was good.

      “I like mine with honey,” Tanner said, echoing his thoughts. Before he could really blink, he had a huge, steaming mug of tea and a platter of biscuits and sausage sitting in front of him, Tanner sitting and pointing to a chair. “I have Santa up, but I have reindeer to put on the lower roof today, and some elves to plop around.”

      “I—” His belly snarled, hiding anything Kody might have said.

      “Oh, good.” Tanner picked up a biscuit and took a huge bite, which meant he could do the same thing. So sweet.

      He ate the whole thing, and he swore he could hear it hitting his belly. For a few minutes after, he thought he would fall right to sleep. The warmth and the food made him dozy. But then Tanner stretched, showing off a tiny patch of very fuzzy belly, and adrenaline woke him right back up.

      Right. Working. Milk. Sugar. Babies. Working.

      “That was good, thank you.”

      “You’re welcome. Here, why don’t you wear this, since you have to be up on the ladder again?” The coat Tanner handed him was so much newer than his, and it smelled a little musky. Cat maybe.

      “Oh, they won’t mind? I’ll be careful.” He just wanted to lay down and cry, but he couldn’t. The little ones wouldn’t thank him for that.

      “No, Carter got a new coat this year. He’s my manager. He gets a little colder now than he used to since he mated a vampire. He was going to donate it.” Tanner’s eyes widened. “You should keep it.”

      “Oh…” The babies would love it. They could sleep under it. “Do you think he’d mind?”

      “Not at all. As long it goes to someone who can use it, he’ll be tickled.” Tanner helped him take off his old coat and put on the newer one. So warm. Those big hands on him made a thrill shoot up his spine, and his nose quivered with Tanner’s scent.

      Stop it. He didn’t need to get in any sort of trouble, dammit. He didn’t need to stick his nose in anyone’s business. “Thank you. It’s lovely.” The babies would adore it.

      “You’re welcome. Okay, come on! Let’s get some work done.” Tanner led the way outside, and Kody got to work putting up more Christmas decorations than he’d ever seen in one place before.

      Up the ladder, down the ladder, up the ladder again. He worked for four hours, his body shook with effort, but he couldn’t stay longer. The babies needed to eat. “Mr. Tanner, I have to go. I can come back tomorrow. Can I have my milk and sugar, please?”

      “Of course. I made you some sandwiches to take with you too.” Tanner had a gallon of milk, a bag of sugar and another bag full of food. “I— if you need anything else, Kody, I hope you’ll tell me. I know it’s hard to be out on your own this time of year, with the snows.” Tanner watched him, those dark brown eyes full of worry.

      Oh, he wasn’t on his own, not at all. That was the problem. “You’re very kind. The lights are pretty. They make me happy.”

      “Me too. We have a lot of fun here at Christmas. Will you—” Tanner took a deep breath. “Will you come back tomorrow? I’d like to see you.”

      “I’d like that. So much.” He was so lonely and frightened. “I’ll be here. I can do whatever you’d like. It’s a good place, your cabins.”

      “Well, I’ll see you tomorrow, then. Don’t forget your milk.” Tanner handed him the bags, and he headed back for his cave, his nose quivering at the smell of peanut butter and jelly, turkey and cheese, and chicken salad sandwiches. Another feast.

      Oh. Mr. Tanner was a good bear, a beautiful man, and he wanted to do…incredibly naughty things with him.

      That would never happen, but he could dream about it.
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      “Who put up all the stuff, Boss?” Carter asked, grabbing a bag of blood out of the fridge.

      “You don’t think I did?” Tanner tried to sound offended.

      “In two days? No. And I know you’ve had Ed doing indoor stuff.”

      His vampire business partner, Fallon, joined them, coming to give him a hug. “You’ve been up very early two mornings in a row, as well. I hear you shower before I go to sleep. Two mornings in a row.”

      Tanner gave Fallon an extra hard squeeze, earning a grunt. “I’ve been in the Christmas spirit.”

      “Uh-huh… Carter, new guest?”

      “Nope.”

      “New employee?”

      “Nothing in the payroll box.”

      Ed bounced in, his black coat flapping around him. “Boss! Santa is on the roof! That’s rad.” He offered Tanner a huge grin. “Did you hire the new little skinny bear?”

      “What bear?”

      Dammit. Tanner rolled his eyes. “I’m going to try, but he’s skittish.”

      “Who?” Fallon poked him in the ribs. “Let me go so I can see your face, love.”

      “Shut up, Fal. He’s just a little bear, you know? Only a little bear.”

      “Like a kid?” Carter asked.

      “No. No, I would say he’s definitely of age, but he’s small and skinny, and he was on foot, asking for work in exchange for milk and sugar.” He might as well come clean. They would all be setting up nanny cams to spy on him. Fallon had at least a dozen from writing some were-kitty Navy Seal romance and doing research.

      Carter tilted his head. “Milk and sugar? Is that a bear thing?”

      “No.” Tanner sighed. “He eats just fine. I fed him sausage biscuits. Oh, Ed, I’ll need you to make a run to the store. The roads are nice and clear. I checked with CDot this morning.”

      “Make me a list,” Ed said cheerfully. “If I can’t drive it, Preston says I can always ask him.”

      Tanner bit back a grin. His magpie guest relations guy and Preston the permanent guest doctor were spending an awful lot of time together these days. “Well, cool. I appreciate him helping.”

      “Me too!” Ed beamed.

      Fallon poked him again. “Milk and sugar.”

      “Every day.”

      “Well, then, either he has a bunch of British grannies who need help with their tea, or he’s feeding baby demons.” Fallon was a horror and now romance writer with too damn much imagination.

      “Baby demons? You’re a dipshit.” He chuffed softly. “Maybe he’s feeding a pet? That sounds like a kitten.”

      “Cats can’t taste sweet very well, Tanner.” Carter wasn’t helping. “Can baby demons?”

      “There will be no baby demons.” He wasn’t roaring. Much.

      “Oh, that would be adorable though,” Fallon teased. “Teeny weeny horns, fire breathing, the scent of brimstone on their skins. We could use them to keep each other warm.”

      “Nope.” He tilted his head. “Maybe a baby bear though. I mean, wouldn’t that be the most logical thing?”

      “I kinda like the demon idea,” Ed said, bobbing his head.

      “You also land on burning grills to try to get meat,” Tanner deadpanned. “Birdbrain.”

      Ed shrugged easily. “We are what nature demands.”

      “True that. If he has a baby, it’s damn cold, Tanner.” Carter frowned deeply. “Demon or otherwise. Should I go hunt where he’s sleeping?”

      “Let me see if I can talk to him in the morning. He’s coming back to work. If I can’t get him to let me help, then we’ll use nefarious means.” Tanner was more hands-off than Carter, who tended to rush in, but Carter was right. If Kody was caring for someone more vulnerable to the elements than he was, he needed help.

      “Fair enough. So he’s a brown bear, not a huge grizzly?”

      “I think he’s more black bear size. But he’s… pale. I mean, I haven’t seen his bear form.”

      “Pale? Neat. I’d love to meet a polar bear. I love polar bears!” Ed fluttered and spun.

      “They’re huge,” Carter said. “Like bigger than Tanner.”

      Fallon cracked his knuckles. “I will flex my Google Fu.”

      Tanner laughed, so in love with his whole Dead and Breakfast family. “Thank you. But right now, we all need to get back to work. We do have a few guests coming in for the holiday.”

      “Work?” Fallon fluttered his eyelashes. “What is this work you speak about?”

      “Go write things. Make money. I have some things to talk to you about.” He winked, knowing budget meeting always sent Fallon running.

      “Gotta go.” Fal grabbed blood, cookies, and Carter, then disappeared upstairs.

      “Preston wants to come with me. We’re going Christmas shopping too!” Ed hugged Tanner hard. “Text me your list. I will get all the things!”

      “Okay, bud.” He grabbed his phone. “I’m on it!” Tanner would get all the stuff for Carter to make bread, the Christmas cookie supplies and… More milk. Lots of milk. If that was what Kody wanted, that was what he could get.

      If there was a baby out there, he was going to have to get it and Kody in before the heavy, heavy snows came. It was supposed to be a terrible winter, bitter cold and stormy. That was no place to be alone.
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      Kody felt the chill in the air thicken, and he knew a storm was coming. Not right now, maybe not even today, but the wind was changing.

      He would do a little extra foraging this morning on the way in to see Mr. Tanner. There were some recycle bins and a dumpster at the inn. Surely he could find things to pad their den, to keep them safe and warm.

      He stripped down and shifted, his fur so much warmer than the borrowed coat could be. He flicked open the recycle, finding a box to put his treasures in, as well as a torn-up blanket, and— oh. Oh! Towels! He murmured happily, rummaging for things for his den.

      There was a container that would be perfect to replace one of the bottles the babies had broken, and a few things he could make toys out of…

      Now he needed to hide his treasures before anyone saw. He pushed the box over to a tree, then camouflaged it. Oh, perfect. On to work to get his milk. He shivered when he lost his fur, but the coat he’d put back on this morning after using it to cover the babies last night was so nice.

      “Okay, Kody. Time go see the amazing bear.” Tanner was fine and kind. He was starting to look forward to seeing Tanner every day, which was a little scary and exhilarating.

      Tanner made him a little dizzy, if he was honest. A little dizzy, a little happy, and a lot shivery.

      When the inn came into view, he smiled, because Tanner stood on the porch, waiting for him. The broad shoulders and shaggy brown hair were becoming dear and familiar.

      “Mister Tanner! Hey there!” He waved, bouncing a little on his toes.

      “Hi, Kody! I’m so glad you made it. The weather is starting to look a little worrisome, huh?” Tanner held out a hand, and he walked right up the steps and took it without even thinking.

      “Yes. The wind is changing. I’ll keep coming down until I can’t though. I like seeing you.”

      “I like it too. I— Do you have a safe place to stay? I have cabins that aren’t in use until spring. We could work something out.”

      “Oh, I—I couldn’t take advantage of you.” He liked Tanner a lot, too much to mooch off. Besides, the babies were going to grow.

      A lot.

      A lot a lot if he could find formula.

      There was no way a cabin at a nice inn would survive them. They would start tearing things up soon.

      “Well, promise me you’ll think about it. You could work for room and board, and I would feel so much better knowing you were somewhere safe.” Tanner drew him in for a hug. A real bear hug, almost lifting him off his feet. He snuggled in, humming as he inhaled deep, filling his lungs with Tanner.

      “Mmmm.” Something soft pressed against the top of his head.

      Tanner’s lips, he thought. His breath hitched, and he had to ease away or risk embarrassing himself even through his pants and coat.

      “What shall we do today?” Kody asked.

      “I need help cleaning out all the bins the Christmas stuff was in and rearranging the storage room.” Tanner grinned. “I like this because no ladder is involved.”

      “I’m happy to help.” He kept hold of Tanner’s hand as the big bear led him inside.

      “Let me take your coat,” Tanner said, hands doing just what he said in the same mention.

      The house was so warm, and he blinked slow, his bear urging him to curl up and nap. No. No, he had to work. “Are you a very busy inn?” he asked.

      Tanner hung up their coats. “We can be. Right now, we’re pretty slow because some of our guests don’t love the weather. I chose this place deliberately for that so I get to hibernate a tiny bit.”

      “Yes. Hibernating is important.” He let his head bob in agreement, but it was mostly sleepiness.

      “It is. Naps are good. I wish we could just go sleep in front of the fire.” Tanner put an arm around him to steer him through the kitchen to a big storeroom off the back of the house.

      “Oh, this is nice. Where should I start?” All the totes were marked—Xmas, Halloween, Easter, 4th, etc.

      “With the outdoor Christmas. We’ll get rid of any of the broken lights or weird missing pieces. The indoor stuff I let Carter and his mate Fallon do more of. Oh, and my housekeeping staff, Ed and Glenda. Somehow none of them like heavy lifting.” Tanner pouted, then brightened. “But now I have you to help.”

      “You do. Carter is a cat, right, not a wolf?” He hadn’t smelled a recent wolf here. There were hints, but that was all.

      “Mountain lion. Tom and Nathan are wolf shifters, but they live several acres over on their own plot of land.” Tanner smiled. “We get all kinds of folks here. We even have a yeti who comes. He’ll be back here right before New Year’s.”

      “Oh? Wow.” He didn’t think he’d ever met one of those, although he wasn’t exactly sure. His memory from before he found the babies was…fuzzy.

      He kept having these vicious headaches, and he would see things. Not that he would ever tell Tanner that. He didn’t want his friend to think he was nuts.

      He didn’t really have any other friends, and Tanner made him so very happy.

      They filled a couple of trash bags with bits and pieces and broken lights. He took one small bag and set it aside. There were enough things to decorate their cave a little. The babies wouldn’t care, but he did, and when the new snows came, he’d need the joy.

      Goddess, what was he was going to feed the babies if he got snowed in? He would have to just freeze as much milk as he could and eke it out.

      “You okay?” Tanner asked.

      “Mmm.” No, he was worried, but Tanner didn’t need to know that either. He wanted to just soak up Tanner’s joy. “I’m so glad to be able to help.”

      That was the understatement of the century, but it was the best he had.

      “I appreciate all your hard work,” Tanner said, bumping hips with him as they carried bags out to the kitchen. “Sit, and I’ll make us a snack. I know you need to go soon, but I’d love to chat some.”

      “That sounds good. Thank you. You’re good to me.” And for no reason.

      Tanner grinned, then set to making tea with honey and setting out doughnuts. They looked homemade, and there were all kinds, including apple fritters. He did love those.

      “Those smell amazing! I love apples. They’re my favorite. Did you make them?”

      “Carter did, I’m afraid. I’m far better at making weird Julia Child recipes than baking.” Tanner munched a honey bun as he sat.

      “Carter. The coat-cat!” He remembered, and that was a little victory.

      “Yes! He loves to bake. I think partly because it makes the kitchen warmer.” Tanner reached out to brush a crumb off Kody’s lips.

      His lips parted, and he suddenly wanted to taste, to push his tongue out and lick.

      Kody took a deep breath, because that was crazy, and Tanner leaned toward him, eyes going almost black…

      “Hi, Boss! Carter said there were doughnuts!” A tall man with raven-dark hair and bright eyes swooped in. “Oops! Sorry. Am I interrupting?”

      Tanner rumbled, and he vocalized softly, instinctively easing his bear, comforting.

      “Sorry! Sorry! I’m Ed. I’m around all the time. If you need me, just holler. I’ll take the guests their doughnuts, Boss.”

      Ed fluttered right back out of the room with boxes of doughnuts piled high.

      Kody waved as Ed left. “Hi, Ed. It was nice to
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