
	Love and family are the greatest gifts of all.

	 

	 

	As dominant bear shifters go, Stefan Vasiliev is different. He enjoys working at the clan’s day care, tending to the cubs. Too bad having a family of his own is a dream that seems to be out of reach for him. Until he meets the handsome father of cute little Tommy.

	It’s hard to be an omega bear shifter without a mate. Shifter society has definite rules about how omegas should act, as Devin McAllister discovers when he’s unexpectedly widowed. He’s lost his job and he’s lost his apartment. As Christmas approaches, he’s afraid he’s going to lose his children. But an unexpected rescue comes in the form of Stefan.

	When Devin’s need meets Stefan’s desire to help, there’s no telling what might happen. This might just be the best Christmas ever for these two loving men as they explore what it means to be a family.
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	It’s not what’s under the tree that matters—it’s who’s gathered around it.

	 


Chapter One

	 

	 

	Stefan spun in a circle and laughed at the cubs’ antics. Such tiny kids, and yet they made as much noise as if they were a horde of grown-up bears chasing after salmon. Stefan loved their boisterous happiness. Four in the afternoon—pick-up time for most of the kids.

	A group of four cubs—three boys and one girl—ran by. The smallest boy was dressed in a blue onesie. He clutched a stuffed bear to his chest. Not as fast as his companions, he ground to a halt beside Stefan to let out a discontented scream. Stefan bent and scooped the tyke into his arms.

	“Don’t cry, baby boy.” Stefan settled the cub on his hip and tickled his belly. “Eat your vegetables and you’ll grow up into one fast and strong bear.”

	The kid scrunched his nose and made an icky face. “I don’t like ‘tables. I want honey cookies.” He cuddled his stuffy harder, focusing on Stefan with huge brown eyes. God, he was cute.

	Stefan laughed. “Don’t we all? Honey cookies are the best. What’s your name?”

	“Tommy. I’m this old.” He held up three fingers, looking proud as punch.

	“Wow! You’re a big boy, then.”

	Clara, the manager of the day care, came over and brushed a hand through Tommy’s wild golden curls. Blond was a rare hair color for a bear shifter. She looked up at Stefan, relief showing on her face. “Thank you for helping out on such short notice. And so close to Christmas, too. Three of my kindergartners are sick with a stomach bug.” She sighed deeply. “I didn’t know what to do.”

	“You did right to call the alpha, Clara. Don’t worry. I’m happy to help. I love kids. Who’d have thought, huh?” He chuckled. “I didn’t know I had such a knack for little kids until my half-siblings were born.”

	Clara’s gaze softened. “How’s Shea?”

	“Oh, he’s great. Tired, but happy. It’s easier now that Dad’s retired. He can care for the babies full-time.” Stefan bounced Tommy. “I know Shea wants to come work for you when the cubs are a little older. Until then, feel free to take advantage of me.” He nuzzled Tommy’s sweet-smelling hair, his bear being naturally affectionate toward small cubs. “I don’t really have a job right now.”

	Clara frowned. “You’re not working at the restaurant anymore?”

	“Nope. The chef there thought it would be funny to molest me. When my boss wouldn’t believe me, I quit.” Stefan rolled his eyes. “Just because I’m a dominant shifter doesn’t mean I want to f...” He curled his lips into his mouth, his eyes widening. “Ah, let’s talk about this later.”

	Clara’s eyes twinkled. “Good idea. Tommy’s new in Hazel Woods. He and his little sister moved here with their father last week.”

	“Really? Since Phoenix has taken over clan business, Juri’s been handling the new members.” Stefan let his gaze roam. “Tommy, is your father here?

	The little boy nodded his head, his curls bouncing. He pointed his chubby finger.

	“Over there,” Clara said. “The guy with the green baby carrier strapped to his chest.”

	Stefan gasped when his gaze fell onto the afore-mentioned man. Damn, he’s huge. The guy had the same blond hair and brown eyes as his son. He was easily as big as Phoenix, with wide shoulders and endless, powerful legs. The man hid some padding under his red sweater. He had a neatly trimmed blond beard and a tiny gold stud in his nose.

	Their gazes locked. Then the man’s focus fell on Tommy, playing with his stuffy in Stefan’s arms, and his solemn expression softened into a smile.

	Clara edged closer to Stefan and lowered her voice. “His name’s Devin McAllister. He’s... a single dad.”

	Stefan nodded. He was wondering what had happened with Tommy’s mother when Devin walked over to them and his scent hit Stefan full force. Stefan’s eyes widened. Devin, this giant of a male, was an omega bear shifter. And the one who’d given birth to the adorable boy in Stefan’s arms and the baby girl strapped to Devin’s chest.

	The man stopped and held out his hand. “Devin McAllister.”

	Stefan shook his hand. He suppressed a shiver when a tingle spread through his palm at the strong grip. “Stefan Vasiliev.”

	Devin’s eyebrows arched. “The former alpha’s son?”

	“Yes. The second oldest.”

	Clara coughed. “The unmated brother.”

	Stefan shot her an annoyed glare, then focused back on Devin. “Welcome to Hazel Woods. Clara told me you just moved here. Where are you staying?”

	Devin rubbed his huge hand up and down the baby’s back. “In the apartment above Mr. Hawkins’ tool shop. Just until I can afford a house.”

	That wouldn’t be anytime soon. Omegas had a particularly hard time getting loans while they were unmated. “What is it you do, Devin?” Stefan looked down at Tommy when the cub rested his head against Stefan’s chest, his eyes closing. His heart melted a little.

	“I’m a mechanic. Tried to get work at the shop in town, but... the guy said he’d already found someone for the position.” Devin sounded disgruntled.

	Stefan couldn’t blame him. He frowned. He knew the garage Devin was talking about, because right now there was only one in Hazel Woods. Old man Harris had been looking for a mechanic for months. Mr. Harris planned to retire soon and wanted someone reliable, someone who’d be able to take over the garage.

	Devin must’ve seen the doubt on Stefan’s face. His expression hardened, and he pressed his lips into a firm line. “I need to get the kids home.” He waved at Tommy, who was asleep against Stefan’s chest. “It was nice to meet you, Stefan. Clara.”

	Stefan gazed at the sleeping Tommy. “All right. Want me to carry him to your car for you?”

	Devin hesitated for a second, then nodded. He bid Clara good-bye and turned. Stefan followed him quickly from the day care to an older silver sedan that had seen better days. Devin opened the back door for Stefan, who carefully placed Tommy in his car seat and buckled him in. He brushed his fingers through the boy’s hair and placed the stuffed teddy in his arm.

	“He’s a cutie.” Straightening, Stefan smiled at Devin and leaned around to get a better look at the baby. “What’s her name?”

	“Beth.” Devin looked at him with an odd expression Stefan couldn’t interpret.

	Feeling that Devin wasn’t completely comfortable with him, Stefan stepped back. “I’ll see you tomorrow morning.”

	“Why would you?” Devin walked around the car. He unbuckled Beth from the carrier and placed her in the other car seat.

	Stefan watched him over the hood of the car. “Because I’ll be working at the day care from now on.” When disbelief flickered over Devin’s face, Stefan laughed. “Don’t worry. I have two baby sisters and one baby brother. The trips are about six months old now. I help my Dad and step-father take care of them.”

	Devin scratched his hair. “But... you’re... You could be an alpha. I feel the power inside you. Yet you want to look after cubs all day?”

	Shrugging, Stefan pushed his hands into his pants pockets. “My older brother’s beta of our clan, and he’ll mate Alpha Phoenix soon. My younger brother’s mated to Alpha Andrei Bazin from Paw’s Cove. There are enough macho alphas in our family already.” He laughed. “I don’t have the ambition to pound my chest and chase after all the unmated clan members in town just to boast my alpha-ness. No, I prefer to stay in the background and take care of cubs.”

	“That’s... unusual.” Devin looked as though he wanted to say more, but Beth chose that moment to whimper. “I really need to go. See you tomorrow.” Devin’s speculative gaze lingered on Stefan for another second, then he got into his car and drove off.

	“Damn. What a hottie. And I’m not even gay.” Stefan waved after the car. The unmated guys in town would soon come knocking at Devin’s door. Devin’s size wouldn’t deter them at all. Most would see the omega’s strength as an incentive to dominate him. The thought of someone harassing Devin and his two adorable children didn’t sit right with Stefan. He’d have to keep an eye on the little family.
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