
        
            
                
            
        

    
	Naked and unconscious probably isn’t the best way to meet your mate for the first time.

	 

	 

	Curtis didn’t expect to meet his mate while he was face-first and naked in the snow. He supposed he hadn’t exactly met Manuel that way, since he’d been unconscious, but that was probably not the best first impression.

	Manuel wasn’t sure what to do with the naked, gorgeous man, but he took him home—and Curtis ran away.

	But now small gifts have started appearing on Manuel’s doorstep, and he knows they’re from Curtis. With Christmas looming so close and Manuel’s mood being so dark because of his mother’s recent death, he’s not sure what to do about it—or about Curtis. Curtis seems to be intent on gently pushing his way into Manuel’s life, though, and Manuel doesn’t exactly mind.
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Chapter One

	 

	 

	Curtis closed the workshop door, leaving his father behind. His father was working on the back of a chair, and he wouldn’t stop until he managed to get rid of the kink that was bugging him. Curtis, on the other hand, was done sanding the coffee table his father has asked him to make, and he was ready for lunch.

	He walked from the workshop door through the backyard, the snow crunching under his feet. He shivered, wishing he’d grabbed his jacket that morning when he’d left his parents’ home. He hadn’t thought he’d need it, since the workshop was just on the other side of the back yard, but apparently, he was wrong. It was colder now than it was earlier, and that meant more snow was coming.

	He stumbled through the kitchen door, shivering.

	“Mind your feet, Curtis,” his mother snapped from where she was standing at the stove.

	Curtis took a step back, stood on the carpet, and took off his boots. He padded toward his mom in his socks and kissed her cheek, stealing a carrot stick from the pile she had while she was distracted.

	“Watch it, boy, or you won’t have lunch.”

	Curtis laughed and held up his hands. “Sorry. I’m going to go wash up.”

	“You do that. I don’t want you sprinkling wood dust all over my food.”

	Curtis kissed her cheek again, stole another carrot stick, and danced out of the way when she tried to smack him playfully. He was still laughing when he left the kitchen, but he stopped when he saw two of his brothers standing in the entrance taking their boots off. Jack was grinning like a loon, while Andy elbowed him in the ribs. “Maybe we should move back in with Mom and Dad,” he told Jack.

	“It does look like Curtis is happy to live here.”

	They knew how to hit right on the sore spot, didn’t they? Curtis crossed his arms over his chest. “It’s temporary.”

	“Yeah, you already told us that. You don’t look like you’re trying to find your own place, though.”

	“It’s only been a few weeks.” But they’d been a balm on Curtis’ soul. He’d spent so long away from his family, visiting only sporadically, that he wasn’t looking forward to moving out yet. He understood why Jack and Andy found it funny, though. They were twenty-five and twenty-three, and they’d left home a few years back. They still lived nearby, close enough to come over for lunch when they didn’t feel like cooking, which from what Curtis had seen, was almost every day.

	“A few weeks too many, eh?” Andy asked. He winked, but Curtis wasn’t amused.

	He pushed past his brothers and grabbed his boots, shoving his feet into them. “Tell Mom I went for a flight at the lake.”

	“Curtis, come on. We were just joking around,” Jack tried, but Curtis ignored him.

	He loved his brothers, all six of them, but sometimes, he couldn’t stand them. Growing up with a bunch of boys meant all of them continuously got teased. Curtis had been used to it once, but he’d been away from home for too long. The fact that his brothers thought it funny that he was living with their parents also hurt, because they knew why he was there.

	Curtis left the house, taking his coat with him this time. He was going to have to strip to shift, and he wasn’t looking forward to it, but in the meantime he’d be as warm as he could be, considering that everywhere he looked, there was snow. That was something else he wasn’t used to anymore.

	He still remembered the spot where his parents took him and his brothers to shift when they were kids, so that was where he headed. There was a big tree there, and Curtis left his clothes at its base, shivering hard when his feet touched the snow on the ground. He dumped his jeans on top of the pile he’d made and rushed toward the lake, shifting before his human skin could touch the freezing water.

	He soared. He’d always loved being a swan, mainly because it meant he could fly. It made him feel free, and for a moment, he could leave his troubles behind and stop thinking about them.

	That never lasted long, though. Once he was in the air and the first moment of happiness was over, thoughts crowded his mind again.

	He missed Danny. He’d realized he hadn’t loved Danny in a long time when Danny had broken up with him, but he missed the familiarity, the routine, coming home to someone and spending time with them. He was still trying to get used to this new life of his, but it was weird.

	Knowing he wouldn’t be able to forget his problems even in flight, Curtis steered back toward the shore of the lake where he’d left his clothes. He landed a few feet away from them, still buried in his thoughts, but he noticed the prints in the snow just in time to move when the fox jumped toward him.

	The fox had to be hungry. That was the only reason Curtis could think of for it to attack him when he was so much bigger, too big for the fox to deal on its own.

	Yet the fox managed to hurt him.

	Curtis knew it was because he’d been distracted, but that didn’t make it hurt less. The fox closed its jaw around Curtis’ wing and sank its teeth into the flesh there. Curtis bugled and swatted the fox with his other wing, hitting him in the face. The fox let go, and Curtis ran, taking flight again.

	That didn’t last long. His wing hurt, and blood was dripping from it, so he knew he wouldn’t be able to fly home. He steered toward the other side of the lake, hoping he’d be able to rest and that the fox would be gone by the time he managed to get back to his clothes.

	He landed, but the pain in his wing meant he couldn’t control his landing. He slammed against a tree when he couldn’t stop, hitting his head and his wounded wing. Pain exploded in Curtis’ body, and he was glad when the world around him tilted and he fainted.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Manuel rubbed the counter until it was gleaming under the light that came from the window. It was fading already, night coming early as it always did this time of the year.

	Manuel sighed. He didn’t want to think about this time of year. Christmas was only a few weeks away, and for the first time in his life, he found himself dreading that day.

	And again, he didn’t want to think about it.

	He looked around for something else to clean, but there was nothing. He’d started his dinner in the crockpot hours earlier, so there were no dishes to wash and no cooking to check in on. He’d washed the floors and dusted everything, and he’d rubbed the counter so much that it was a miracle he hadn’t left a groove in the marble.

	He sighed and folded the rag he’d been using. He needed to find something to do before he went crazy. He’d tried reading, watching TV, and as a last resort, cleaning. He’d finished his work hours ago, because he’d needed something to do as much as he did now, so that was out, too. Besides, he’d had a hard time focusing, and he’d only managed by turning off the TV and the music and forcing himself to stay in his seat.

	He looked out the window again. It wasn’t snowing yet, even though the weather channel had announced it would start later tonight. Manuel could go out for a bit, walk around the lake and get some fresh air. Maybe that would be enough for him to stop thinking about his mom and his first Christmas without her.

	He took his time dressing warmly and putting his boots on. The longer it took him to do all this, the longer it would take him to think about his mom again. Once he was outside, standing in front of his door, he closed his eyes and took a deep, freezing breath. God, it felt good to be out.

	He needed to hurry, though, because if he didn’t, he’d still be outside when the sky turned completely dark, and that was always dangerous for him. He was challenged when it came to balance, and that only got worse when there was snow and ice on the ground—and when it was dark and he couldn’t see where he put his feet.

	He left his front yard and wandered over to the lake. The snow creaked under his feet, and his face was so cold it hurt, but for a moment, he finally felt peaceful.

	Then he saw the man. The naked man.

	He was lying face down in the snow, and from where Manuel was, he had a splendid view of a round ass and a bleeding arm.

	Manuel gasped and rushed toward the man, almost falling on his face a few times. He knelt in the snow and turned the man over, tugging his glove off and feeling for a pulse. The man’s skin was freezing, but he was breathing, even though his lips were blue.

	“Shit.” Manuel didn’t often swear, but this situation called for a good swear word. What was he supposed to do?

	He looked around for the man’s clothes, but he couldn’t see anything. At least the cold had slowed down the blood loss, but that wasn’t helpful right now. “Sir? Can you hear me?” Manuel asked, He gently slapped the man’s cheek, grinning when the man groaned. “That’s it. Can you hear me? I don’t live far, so I’m going to take you home, but I need you to help me. I can’t carry you. You’re too big for that.”

	Manuel got to his feet and braced himself. He wrapped his arms around the man’s chest
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