
	You have to let go of the past to have a fresh start.

	 

	 

	Robbie has been spending a lot of time with the shifters hiding in the mountain since his best friend Vaughn moved there. That means he’s also been spending a lot of time with Scott, one of the alphas. He likes Scott, but he’s convinced nothing can happen between them. As an alpha, Scott deserves so much better. Besides, with several cases of shifters wanting more rights being brought in front of the Supreme Court, they have other things to focus on.

	Scott doesn’t know why Robbie is pushing him away. He can tell it’s not because he doesn’t want him, though, so he decides to push a little. He knows it was the right decision when Robbie starts opening up, and when the construction of the first shifter-human town in the state begins, he volunteers both of them to help.

	Robbie and Scott try to live with each other and with the self-esteem issues Robbie’s ex caused when he left him. But not everyone wants shifters to be free, and between the protestors picketing outside the new town and the traitor inside it trying to stop construction, they’re going to have to trust each other, no matter their problems.
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Chapter One

	 

	“No, no, no,” Robbie pleaded. There was no denying the state of his tire, though, and he knew he needed to stop before he made things worse.

	Although he wasn’t sure how it could possibly be worse, since he was deep in the mountains with no one in sight and snow coming down like crazy.

	He stopped the truck and slammed his hands on the steering wheel. “Damn it!”

	He leaned the back of his head against the seat and closed his eyes. Why did this kind of thing always happen to him? He couldn’t even call Vaughn, because there was no signal in the mountain where his best friend lived. Vaughn would eventually realize Robbie was late, but that wouldn’t happen for at least a few hours, since Robbie had told him he’d go slow because of the snow. Of course, a flat tire wasn’t the end of the world, but it meant Robbie was going to have to change it and be quick about it if he didn’t want to freeze to death.

	He knew he shouldn’t have come.

	He sighed and opened his eyes. Pouting and moping weren’t going to help him. He’d promised Vaughn he’d spend the weekend with him, even though he hated spending time in the mountain. He liked the pack well enough, but he also liked his comfort, and not having water and heating was not his idea of comfort.

	He shot a text to Vaughn just in case and hopped out of the truck. The snow was coming down steadily, and he took a moment to appreciate the landscape. He might not enjoy no access to a private toilet, but there was a reason he loved hiking.

	The wind whistled around him, rustling the trees and making the snow fall off the branches. It made his skin hurt, and he already couldn’t feel his fingers anymore. He could smell the pine needles and the earth even with the snow blanketing everything, and he closed his eyes, enjoying the scents and the cold on his skin. He couldn’t stand there for too long, though, so he turned back to look at his tire.

	Changing it wasn’t going to be fun.

	It didn’t take him long to remove the flat tire. He stumbled back when he got it off, almost falling on his ass in the cold snow. He scrambled to stay on his feet and used the tire to push himself up. He almost didn’t hear the branch snapping somewhere behind him.

	Almost.

	He knew it wasn’t a person. He was utterly alone in this part of the mountains. No one else would be crazy enough to drive all the way there in the heavy snow. And if it wasn’t a person, it could only be an animal, probably something big from the sound of it.

	Fuck.

	Robbie moved slowly, hoping that was enough to keep whatever animal was behind him at bay. He hoped it was something small, like a hare, or maybe a squirrel. The bears were supposed to be hibernating, but of course that didn’t mean one of them hadn’t woken up hungry and ready to tear the first living thing he found to pieces.

	His first instinct when he saw the huge ass bear standing at the edge of the forest was to turn and run. He ordered his feet to stay right where they were, though. He couldn’t afford to turn his back on the bear, but maybe he could manage to get back into the truck and wait it out. He wished he’d had the time to put the spare tire on before the bear had decided to come out and play, but wishes weren’t going to keep him alive if the bear decided he’d make a tasty winter snack.

	The bear moved forward. Robbie raised his hands—as if that would help keep the bear away—and stepped closer to the truck. “Nice Pooh bear. Stay where you are, won’t you?”

	The bear grunted. Snow fell from the branches of the tree he was under as he walked past it in Robbie’s direction. Robbie was going to end up being bear food if he didn’t move.

	He stepped back. He hit the truck and searched for the door handle without turning to look for it. He couldn’t afford to look. He finally managed to wrap his frozen fingers on the handle and pulled. He almost cried out in relief when the truck door opened, but he pressed his lips together and slowly opened it. He slipped inside, praying that having to open a metal can for his food would make the bear leave. The problem was that the bear probably didn’t have anything else to eat.

	Robbie watched as the bear ambled toward the truck. He could have sworn it looked amused, although he wasn’t sure how that was possible. Then the animal stopped by the driver’s door and leaned forward to peer through the window.

	Robbie swallowed and resisted the urge to move back. The bear showed its teeth and its eyes glinted. Robbie expected it to roar, maybe to try rocking the truck to get him to leave its relative safety, but instead, the bear moved back. It placed its paws on the driver window and stared. Robbie stared back, even though he knew he shouldn’t.

	That was how he noticed the fur retreating into the bear’s skin, his muzzle becoming a mouth. He gaped as pale skin was revealed, and even through his shock, he couldn’t help but notice the gorgeous naked body that now stood by the truck.

	Once he was over the shock, Robbie scowled at Scott through the window. “What the fuck, man?”

	Scott grinned and stepped back. He didn’t seem to be bothered by the cold air and the snow, even though he was naked. Robbie kept his focus on Scott’s face as he exited the truck and stood in front of the alpha, his hands on his hips. “You thought it’d be funny to scare the human off?” he snapped.

	He realized he shouldn’t talk to Scott that way. Scott was one of the pack’s alphas, and Vaughn lived with the pack. Scott could make life hard for Robbie’s best friend, or even kick him out of the settlement in the mountain.

	Scott frowned, his smile vanishing. “I wasn’t making fun of you.”

	“What do you call it, then?”

	“I just want to help.”

	Robbie pressed his lips together. He realized he was defensive when it came to Scott, and that he shouldn’t be. “All right.”

	“Vaughn’s expecting you?”

	“Yes.”

	“Let’s finish changing that tire, then.”

	Scott turned toward the back of the truck, and Robbie couldn’t help his gaze dropping to Scott’s ass.

	Damn. That was one fine ass, and the rest of Scott was just as gorgeous. He was tall, taller than Robbie, and larger, too. He looked strong, his thighs thick and hairy. He wasn’t quite as hairy as the bear he could shift into, but enough that Robbie wondered how he’d feel under his hands, between his thighs. He wanted to know how it felt to rub his cheek against the beard that framed Scott’s mouth.

	Scott turned, and Robbie blushed when he realized he’d been caught. He looked away, but there was nothing else to focus on, just trees and snow, and he’d already seen his fair share of those.

	“Come on, Robbie. Let’s hurry so you can give me a ride back to the mountain. I’m freezing my ass off.”

	“Why do you need a ride?”

	“Why not?”

	“Weren’t you having fun running around the woods in your bear form? Scaring the poor humans and making them think you were going to eat them?”

	“The only human around is you, and even though I do want to eat you, it’s not in the way you think.”

	Fuck. Robbie’s cheeks felt so hot he knew they had to be bright red. He hoped Scott would think it was because of the cold, but he knew better. Scott was needling him, just like he always did when they were in the same room. Robbie didn’t know why the alpha thought it was funny, but he hated it.

	He was aware of how different they were and of how little they shared. Of how out of his league Scott was. There was no reason for Scott to remind him of that.

	Robbie shook his head and pushed past Scott to get the new tire from the back of the truck. He could feel Scott watching him, but he did his best to ignore him.

	He wanted to see Vaughn, and he missed his best friend, but he wasn’t sure coming all the way to the mountain was good for him, not when Scott was there. Not when seeing him reminded Robbie of what he could never have.

	 

	* * * * 

	 

	Scott watched Robbie. He could feel the change in Robbie’s attitude, and he wasn’t sure what had brought it on. He’d caught Robbie looking at him, but he didn’t have a problem with it. Hell, he did his own share of looking and staring, even though Robbie never seemed to notice. He wanted to bring it up, but he could tell that would only make Robbie retreat even more into himself, and he didn’t want to cut the last communication bridge between them. So he worked in silence, ignoring how cold he was and the fact that he couldn’t feel his toes anymore. He watched Robbie, but Robbie avoided looking at him.

	Scott supposed it could have gone worse. He wanted to find a way to get Robbie to open up to him, but he didn’t know how. Talking to him, probably. He didn’t push until they were both in the truck and he could finally feel his feet again. He wiggled his toes and wrapped the blanket Robbie had given him tighter around his shoulders, then asked, “What are you doing for the holidays?”

	“Why do you ask?” Robbie never looked away from the small dirt road in front of him. It was buried under several inches of snow, but Robbie seemed secure as he drove.

	“To make conversation.”

	“Don’t.”

	Scott sighed. “Look, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to scare you. I’m used to people recognizing me even when I’m in my bear form, and I honestly didn’t realize you hadn’t until you locked yourself in the truck.”

	“Yet you didn’t shift right away.”

	“Because it’s cold.”

	That got Robbie to finally look at Scott, although he didn’t let his gaze linger like he had earlier. “You’re still cold?”

	“Of course I am. I’m not in my bear form anymore, and that means I feel the cold as much as you do.”

	“Why do you go around naked, then?”

	“I can’t exactly carry clothes when I’m in my bear form.”

	“Then you should have stayed in your bear form.”

	“But I wouldn’t have had the pleasure of talking to you.”

	Robbie’s cheeks flushed, and Scott allowed himself to smile. He wasn’t sure what it was that made Robbie so attractive to him. Maybe it was the fact that he didn’t seem to be afraid of shifters even though he was human. Scott knew there were plenty of humans in the world who weren’t afraid of shifters, of course, but the only one he personally knew was Robbie. Well, he knew Vaughn, too, but Vaughn was part of the pack, and Scott didn’t think of him as human anymore, not the way he thought of Robbie.

	He liked Robbie, even though Robbie was usually standoffish with him. He’d watched the man when he was with Vaughn and Riley, and he knew there was a lot more to him than the cool façade he usually showed. He knew Robbie could be sweet and fun. He just wasn’t that way with him. He wanted him to be, though.

	And that was kind of a problem. Scott knew what that meant. He knew himself, and he didn’t have a problem being with a man. But Robbie wasn’t just a man. He lived in the human world, and Scott knew Robbie wasn’t going to move into the mountain with them. Visiting was one thing, but moving in with the pack was another, and he didn’t think Robbie would ever be ready to do something like that.

	Which meant that even if Scott managed to wiggle his way into Robbie’s heart and under his armor, even if he managed to get Robbie to admit he wanted him as much as he wanted Robbie, theirs would be a long-distance relationship. Not much distance, since Denver was only three hours away, but still. They’d only be able to see each other a handful of days every month, and Scott was wary of that.

	He wanted what Levin had with Emmett, what Vaughn had with Riley. He was starting to think he wanted that with Robbie, but he knew it probably wouldn’t be possible.

	He cleared his throat and tried again. “So? What are you doing for the holidays? It’s only a few weeks away.”

	“I know when the holidays are.”

	“Yet you haven’t answered my question.”

	“I’m spending it with my family.”

	Of course he was. “I thought you’d want to spend some time with Vaughn.”

	“He usually comes along.”

	“So this is the first year you won’t spend Christmas with him?”

	Robbie grimaced. “Yes.”

	“You don’t have to, you know. You can come over and celebrate with us. I know it won’t be the same thing and that we’re not your family, but you’re always welcome in the mountain. I promise.”

	Robbie cast Scott a sideways glance. “Why?”

	Scott wasn’t surprised by the question. He knew Robbie was struggling with understanding why he and the rest of the pack had welcomed him and Vaughn with open arms. Sometimes, Scott wondered the same thing. Most of them had never had contact with humans, and those who had couldn’t say that contact had been good. Yet they’d welcomed the two humans, some better than others. No one was afraid of them anymore, and while that had more to do with Vaughn living with them, it included Robbie, too.

	“You’re family.”

	Robbie snorted. “I’m not.”

	“Yeah, you are. You’re Vaughn’s best friend, yeah? And Vaughn is family. That extends to you whether you like it or not. You don’t have to come, but you’re welcome to if you want. We want you here, with us.”

	“Not everyone does.”

	“Maybe, but we’re a big family, and not all families get along. But you’re doing a lot for us, and we want to do as much for you, even though I know it’s not possible.”

	“I’m not doing anything.”

	“You’ve contacted Lance Rexford?”

	“I have.”

	“You’re doing that for us.”

	“I’m not doing anything. He’s the one who’s working on getting the Supreme Court to examine the laws against shifters across the country, not me.”

	“But we wouldn’t know about any of this if it weren’t for you.” Scott wasn’t sure what he could say to get through to Robbie.

	“I don’t understand how you can trust me so much,” Robbie murmured.

	“I won’t deny most people trust you only because they trust Vaughn.”

	“What about you? Are you part of those people?”

	“No.”

	Scott and Robbie had spent some time together when they’d driven to get Riley’s brother Niall from his old pack. Things had been tense, especially with Riley being abducted on their way back, but that didn’t mean Scott hadn’t managed to observe Robbie, even though Robbie had done his best to keep him at arm’s length. He was still doing just that, but Scott had seen hints of the man he was trying to hide, and he wanted to see more. If only he knew why Robbie seemed to dislike him so much.

	“I’ll come.”

	Scott cocked his head. “To our Christmas celebration?”

	“Yes. I can spend Christmas Eve with my family and come here for Christmas.”

	Scott didn’t ask why he’d changed his mind. He didn’t care why. He just cared that he had. “We’ll be waiting for you, then.”

	“I’ll try to get here as soon as I can.”

	Scott turned toward the window so Robbie wouldn’t see him smile. He’d gotten what he wanted. What he’d do with it, he wasn’t sure, but he still had a little time to figure it out. It was true he didn’t want a relationship that meant he and Robbie would barely see each other, but they weren’t even friends yet. Scott was going to have to work on that before he could make any kind of decision about a relationship with Robbie.

	“Thank you,” Robbie said. He still wasn’t looking at Scott.

	“There’s nothing to thank me for.” Scott hated that he wasn’t free to get to know Robbie, to take him out on dates and to explore the world with him. That might change, but even if it did, even if Lance Rexford managed to get the Supreme Court to declare the anti-shifter laws unconstitutional for the entire US, things weren’t going to be easy. Humans were resistant to change, especially when it came to something they feared. A lot of them might welcome shifters into their world, but just as many would try to push them back into the darkness. It had already happened in some places where the laws gave shifters certain rights.

	Scott knew where Robbie stood in that situation. It was the rest of the world he was worried about.


Chapter Two

	 

	“No boyfriend yet, then?”

	Robbie sighed heavily and wondered if ignoring his brother would make him go away. Dave didn’t get the hint, though, and he flopped onto the couch next to Robbie. Robbie moved away, but Dave wrapped his arm around his shoulders and hugged him sideways.

	Robbie smiled. “Where’d you leave your wife? Or has she finally realized she’s been a fool to marry you? Has she already filed for divorce?”

	Dave scowled and rubbed his knuckles on Robbie’s head. Robbie punched his brother’s arm, but Dave was bigger, and Robbie might as well have tickled him.

	“It’s like the two of you become children again when you’re together,” their mother said from the living room door.

	Mandy, Dave’s wife, was beside her. She rolled her eyes and walked into the living room, Barnet behind her. Robbie grinned and sat up, opening his arms. Their son rushed toward him, screeching. “Santa Claus is coming!”

	Robbie winced but wrapped his arms around Barnet. “You’ve been good, then?”

	“Always.”

	Dave snorted, and Robbie elbowed him. Barnet pushed away from him and ran away, no doubt to steal cookies in the kitchen. Robbie returned his attention to Mandy and pressed a hand to his chest. “You haven’t realized I’m the better brother yet?”

	“Hey!” Dave protested, but Mandy laughed.

	“You would have been, if you weren’t gay,” Mandy said.

	She leaned forward and kissed Robbie’s cheek. Robbie laughed
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