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The ptarmigan in his mouth still felt warm. He looked forward to munching down on the flavorful flesh. A tangle of boughs weighed down by the latest snowfall thrust out into the trail. A single leap propelled him up and over the obstacle.

Ahead of him the cabin at the edge of the lake came into view. His lynx wanted to stay outside and devour the bird. The man inside wanted to get into the cabin and put the thing in a pot with carrots, potatoes, and a couple shots of wine.

The trees gave way to a clearing and the lynx's entrance to his cabin would soon be in sight. A sound caused the tasseled ears to twitch forward. Snowmachine? What the hell? Who could that be?

Daylight would soon flood the land. Whoever it was, they must live close or had been on the trail since... Alicia. It had to be her. Did he give her a key to the cabin? Yes. Worse yet, he invited her and forgot.

The lynx refused to give up the tasty morsel it had spent over an hour stalking before knocking it out of its perch in the willow thicket. But he couldn't let her see him in feline form. He had to do something and fast before...

The machine got louder as it got closer. Now the lynx wanted to turn its bobbed tail and go back into the forest. It had a hiding place in mind, but the man inside understood if she didn't find him at home, she might come looking.

It was a test of wills—the man against the animal he now inhabited. At the last possible moment, just before the machine came to a stop in front of the porch, he forced the animal's instincts to cooperate. He dove in through the dog door and initiated a quick morph from cat to human.

He wanted to scream with the pain that caused but kept it down to several groans. With hands forming from the huge paws, he tossed the bird into the sink, His hindquarters were changing even as he ran up the stairs and to the far back of his loft bedroom. A hurried wipe with a dirty T-shirt would do for now. He pulled on sweatpants and a heavy sweatshirt as the door of the cabin opened. 

"Hey, Kenny. You up?"

"Almost. Give me a minute. What are you doing up and about this early?" He faked a huge yawn.

With hair mussed from the attempt to dry it, he might pass for someone who just got out of bed. As he tried to look casual, he leaned both forearms on the railing constructed of spruce poles that kept people from falling to the main floor below.

"What time is it, anyway?"

"Time you were up. Something got into the storeroom at the lodge. The place got tore to hell and gone. I need your help to fix the mess."

She pulled the fur hat from her head with one hand. Alicia ran the other through her dark hair and Ken swallowed hard. The mix of Athabaskan and white had produced a beautiful woman. Each time he saw her, the pull got worse.

The lynx retreated deeper into his soul but not before taking a long sniff of her scent. In a few days she would be ovulating. Damn! The feline inside let out a long low sound someone might think sounded like a contented purr. It wanted to mate with Alicia and he wanted the same thing. That didn't mean it should happen.

He hoped like hell they could get everything done before she reached the peak of the cycle. If he didn't get away before that happened, things would get heated.

Alicia turned away to hang up her parka. Her boots got toed off into the tray by the door and the hat and heavy gloves landed on the drying rack above the big wood stove.

"The stove needs a filling. Why don't you do that while I make coffee?"

Wearing a thermal shirt under a flannel one, she walked over to the sink. As he put a foot on the top step, Alicia picked up the bird. "You haven't gutted this yet? Not smart, Kenny. It might go bad and poison your ass."

He had to think of something quick. "That's why I’m up and I've got something on. It wandered in through the damn dog door and I killed it a few minutes ago. I heard the machine and threw something on. Otherwise you might have caught me in the altogether."

"Gee. Too bad I wasn't a shade earlier. I'd loved to have seen that." She tossed the ptarmigan to the counter and pulled a knife out of the holder. "If I clean it and get it into the Dutch oven, can we take it over to the lodge for lunch?"

"I don't see why not. You do that and I'll make coffee and get the stove going. But if we have work to get done at the lodge, what kind of time will that take? I need to get home before the place freezes solid. I've got too much canned goods in here to let that happen."

The woman didn't respond. She took the cutting board off the peg on the wall and cut open the bird. Ken put the percolator on the small propane stove and lit the burner. Then he worked to fill the wood stove. With both drafts wide open it should catch in a short while.

"I'm going back up to get something else on since it seems there's a snowmachine ride in my future. Cleaning up after some critter is not what I had planned for today."
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Alicia smiled to herself as she cleaned the inside of the bird and worked to skin it. That was a lot easier than pulling feathers. The man must think he had her snowed good. There were big cat prints right inside the flap of the dog door in snow that melted rapidly in the warmth of the cabin. Then they vanished.

But round puddles sat on the first through third stair treads. For a long time she suspected the man shifted. She proved it to herself a while ago. This added evidence to what she had discovered. Kenneth Partland shifted all right, into a large lynx.

A smirk lit her face as she pulled the skin off the bird. She bet he felt irritated at not getting to finish his meal in solitude. The resulting thought wiped the smile off her lips. Lynx were the real loners of the northern forest. Solitary hunters except during breeding season, would it be possible to live with the man and still keep his cat happy?

She backed up several steps toward the door, giving her a better view of the loft and Ken as he changed. With his bare back to her, he tugged insulated pants over his silk clad butt. Alicia licked her lips. Skin the color of warm caramel glowed in the light of the camp lantern that hung from a hook near the door.

The man had lived here all his life according to her Auntie Faye. His parents lived in this cabin until they became too old to care for themselves. Now they lived with their youngest daughter in Wasilla.

Faye said there were tales of a huge solitary lynx in those days that roamed the back country. Hunters found tracks they swore were larger than their hands. Several of the villagers ran trap lines in those days and all of them set out to catch it, but none ever did.

She spied lynx tracks behind the lodge right after the first snowfall. Alicia followed them until they seemed to vanish. The ones she saw were large, larger than normal for a lynx. Either it was back, had never left, or a new hunter roamed the area. That was the first sign she’d filed away in her mind.

He pulled on the thin shirt and tucked it into the waistband of the pants. What he didn't know might help her. Alicia wanted the man—bad. She planned to use any means possible to get what she wanted.

Ken would turn around soon and didn't need to see she had been admiring the goods. Back in the kitchen area, she pulled the perking coffee pot off the stove, and finished butchering the ptarmigan.

Her Auntie Faye ran a trap line in her younger days. It helped feed her and the two children when her man died. Faye taught Alicia a lot of lore and she knew how to mask scent. 

A blind concealed high in the space between two spruce growing close together had provided a handy place to hunker down and watch. With her human odor covered enough to make it seem old, she used a night vision scope to see if what she suspected might be true.

Damn, he was a beautiful animal. The day after confirming her guess, Alicia checked and sprung two lynx traps belonging to local trappers. They were not getting this one. Nope, he was hers.

"Coffee ready?"

"Yep. Come and get it. The bird's ready to cook. If you want, I can use my Dutch oven to finish it at the lodge. It'll save you having to clean the pot."

"Sure. But if we get everything taken care of before dinner time, I miss out."

"What? You can't take forty-five minutes to eat before coming back here? We're not on a time clock until we have guests." Her back to the sink, Alicia turned to face him. "Before you go back over there, I need to tell you something."

He stood by the table, coffee cup in hand; his amber eyes pulsed when she moved closer. He tried to give the impression it was the aroma of the coffee that caught his attention. Ken narrowed his eyes as he sniffed the brew and took a quick sip.

She couldn't smile. What she was about to tell him wouldn't make him happy. "Your cousin turned up a week ago. Illia and his newest conquest have been holed up in the Denali suite for the last week."

"Son of a bitch! Why didn't you come over and tell me sooner?" The coffee cup hit the table top with a bang. A small puddle of black liquid surrounded the mug.

"Illia
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