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      Dr. Jess is his soulmate. His grizzly knows it. He knows it. Suspects she does as well. But he does have one dilemma standing in his way.

      Her husband.

      Talk about inconvenient.

      Good thing Travis is tenacious. Even if he has to travel across an ocean, endure scorching temperatures, and survive attempts on his life, he won’t give up until he wins her heart.

      Or dies trying.

      Jess made a mistake. She married too young, to the wrong man. Problem is, hawks mate for life, and murder is against the law. To add more insult to the situation, her mate won’t even attempt to be a husband. It seems he isn’t interested in keeping his vows, nor is he coming home anytime soon, so when the chance arises to confront him, she takes it. However, facing him changes nothing.

      Freddie doesn’t want her…but Travis does.

      And oh how she wants him too. Wants, and yet can’t have him.

      However, her marital problems aren’t the only issue. Their pursuit of the nefarious being behind the attacks on their town is being sabotaged by treachery. When Jess and Travis barely survive an ambush, she can no longer deny her love for the rascally bear. But will they survive long enough to see if it’s possible for her to rectify a wrong and take him as her mate?

      
        
        Welcome to Kodiak Point, where the wildlife might wear clothes, but animal instinct rules the heart.
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      A couple of years ago, before the troubles in Kodiak Point began and the boys had just come back from the war… Except for Travis, of course. Just finishing a program at their small local college, and still living at home, he never got to wear a uniform or taste real adventure—and never would, not so long as his mother and her wooden spoon had a say.

      Rawr!

      The unexpected and extremely vibrant roar in his head made Travis wobble on his feet, which sent people scurrying. He couldn’t blame them. A guy his size falling over could lead to some squished body parts and possible broken bones. Something he well knew given it happened to him during his scrawnier years when trying out for football.

      What he couldn’t figure out was why his bear felt a need to vocalize at all. Sure Travis was injured, hence why he walked into the emergency room of their local clinic—his second home due to his accident-prone nature. But he’d gotten hurt worse in the past.

      His bear rawred again, a happy grumble that was, this time, also joined by a hunger. Not a hunger of the belly—his ma kept him too well fed for that—but of the body, as in his manparts waking up.

      Hello, why the hell was he having a boner moment? He’d thought those days of uncontrollable urges done and an embarrassment he’d outgrown.

      The reason for his arousal soon became clear.

      Whilst his bear might have smelled her first, as soon as Travis got within a few feet of the reception desk he saw her, did a double take, and ogled.

      There she stood. The woman of his dreams.

      A perfect creature who made his heart race, his palms sweat, and his bear roar. It also rolled around in his head as if drunk on honey and berries, but he ignored the less-than-dignified response of his beast side because the woman of his dreams probably would frown at such an immature reaction.

      See, the female he vowed in that moment to make his mate was a doctor. A hot, redheaded one. A woman older than him, he judged, but only by a few years. It added an extra layer in his instant lust for her.

      A lust unrequited.

      Given he was making those waiting in the reception area wince, what with his arm hanging at an awkward angle, a nurse quickly booked him in—no need to fill out forms when you were a regular—and had him perched on a bed.

      It wasn’t long before the redheaded goddess arrived at his bedside, where he sat holding his crooked arm courtesy of a football game that got a little rough. Also known as a future lecture from his mother about wearing equipment for sports.

      As if a grizzly would stoop to wearing protective gear.

      Only pussies—the cowardly kind, not the jungle cat variety—wore helmets and padding. And for those who might not know, calling any kind of feline a pussy never ended well, or without scars. Travis even bore a healthy respect for his mother’s Siamese cats, especially since the night he woke with one perched on his chest, sucking the life from him. He let out a very undignified scream and his mother, arriving in hair curlers and brandishing a lamp, chided him, “Stop your ruckus. My baby kitty is just showing how much he likes you.”

      Showing affection indeed. He made sure to check his room now before going to bed, lest his mother’s satanic pets try and steal his soul.

      “What happened?” his future mate asked as she placed her clipboard on the bed and gently palpated the injured area with latex-covered fingers.

      It sent a thrill through him.

      “I caught the perfect pass, but Boris tackled me, and I didn’t land right. Then Kyle landed on top of Boris, and, well—”

      “You got squashed and your arm cracked.”

      “Yeah. But I scored.” He shot her a smile, which might have worked better if she’d meet his gaze. Even if just once.

      However, she didn’t. Dr. Weller, the new doctor for the clan—whom he’d heard about through the grapevine, headed by his mother—barely paid him any notice as she splinted his broken arm so it would heal straight.

      At twenty-two, fit, and with a deadly smile that ensured his mother kept him supplied with heavy-duty condoms, Travis wasn’t used to women ignoring him.

      He tried conversation. “So, you’re the new doctor, eh? I hear you just moved here. Where from?”

      “Anchorage.”

      Still no eye contact. Even Travis had to wonder at her odd bedside manner. It was almost as if she intentionally wouldn’t meet his gaze.

      Maybe because she feels the sizzling connection too.

      But in that case, why pretend it wasn’t there? Was it some doctor/patient thing or something worse? Like was she dating?

      Only one way to find out. “Hey, I know we just met and all, but are you free for dinner tonight?”

      Without raising her eyes, she replied, but completely ignored his question. “Be sure to keep the cast on for at least three days. Otherwise, if you shift the bone while it’s healing, we’ll have to break and reset it.”

      He couldn’t help but roll his eyes. “I know. This isn’t the first time I’ve broken something.”

      “For such a young man,” emphasis on the young, “you seem quite accident prone. You have one of the thickest files around.”

      “What can I say, I’m a vigorous fellow.” And yeah, he did emphasis it and threw in a dimpled smile for devastating effect.

      Still nothing!

      “Maybe you should think of enlisting. I hear the military is a good channel for boys and their extra testosterone.” This jab did result in her meeting his gaze, her brown eyes dancing with mirth, even if her expression remained serious.

      The remark hit home. His lips drooped. “I’ve thought about it, actually. But my mother…” He trailed off. Need he really say more?

      The whole town knew his mother. Betty-Sue, queen of the baked goods and wielder of the mighty spoon. Even the slightest mention of him going anywhere for more than a night sent her into a despondent fit.

      Part of it was overprotective theatrics, he knew that, but the second part was fear. Travis had lost his dad, his mom’s true love and mate, on a simple training exercise for the military. A fluke accident that, in one stroke, took someone they both loved from their lives.

      She recovered by smothering Travis, and because he not only adored his mother but also worried about losing her too, he allowed it.

      Then chafed at it in his teens.

      Then growled at it when he graduated and got stuck in Kodiak Point at their tiny rinky-dink excuse of a college. Campus consisted of less than thirty kids. So much for the frat boy experience.

      As he’d neared graduation, he’d hinted at perhaps enlisting.

      The result?

      “I can’t believe you’d do this to me,” she wailed. “It’s not bad enough the military made me a widow, but now they’re going to steal my baby boy too? I’ll be”—and yes, her lip trembled and her eyes welled with giant tears—“all alone.”

      Deep down, he knew she’d played him, that she overdid the drama, and yet, a part of him recognized he could meet his father’s fate. While he could accept that risk, he knew it would utterly destroy his mother.

      She might seem strong to those who’d crossed the bad side of her spoon, but Travis knew better. Ma needed him.

      However, Travis couldn’t tell Dr. Weller—the hottest thing he’d met in Kodiak Point since the time Boris convinced him to try his three alarm chili—his reasons for not joining though. He’d learned enough from the men he admired, Boris, Brody, Reid, and the town flirt, Kyle, to know he’d lose any chance at ever becoming a part of their manclub if he admitted to such a weakness.

      His attempts at more idle chitchat with the doctor failed. Arm set in a cast with instructions to take it easy for a few days, she sent him on his way.

      But he went back, kind of regularly as a matter of fact. Funny how he couldn’t go a few weeks, sometimes days, without busting something. Of course, it wasn’t exactly clumsiness but more his mouthiness that got him in trouble.

      However, no matter how often he ran into Doctor Weller, the woman he was obsessed with but who wouldn’t give him the time of day, he never received the slightest encouragement. On the contrary, after a while, it was almost as if she actively avoided him, leaving him to the less-than-tender care of her nursing staff, who didn’t make his bear rumble in excitement or his heart pitter-patter.

      Travis knew he should give up on Dr. Jess, especially once he found out she was already married to a military fellow serving overseas, but instead, the longer her hubby stayed away, the more he was convinced he and Jess were meant to be together.

      He just didn’t tell his mother. She would have beaten him with her spoon for sure if for one moment she suspected her baby boy was pining to leave her for another woman.

      His shrink bought her new car on his sessions alone.
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      Present time in a garage with the door open, the smell of barbecue in the air, and already a few cases of beer ingested.

      

      “I say we go after snake dude.” And no, the suggestion wasn’t alcohol-based.

      Kyle was speaking of the bad guy who’d been plaguing the clan at Kodiak Point. It seemed a Naga was behind the attacks on the people living here, and when his latest attempt to screw with them failed, the sly snake slithered off for warmer parts.

      But he left behind a crew of pissed-off shifters. Shifters whose testosterone demanded vengeance.

      Except for Jess. As the clan’s main doctor, she provided a sane voice of reason when the boys got together to plan. Not exactly an easy feat. Jess—short for Dr. Jessica Weller—often wondered if her predecessor didn’t dump this task on her on purpose because, really, these guys weren’t interested in minimizing danger to themselves. As far as she could tell, they were determined to single-handedly keep the factories who made bandages and splints in the black.

      “I agree. Let’s go whoop his ass—”

      “Don’t you mean tail?”

      “—and skin him alive. I’ve always wanted a pair of snakeskin boots.” Boris slapped a fist into his open palm. Someone was riled. The usually grunt-once-for-yes, two-for-no Boris didn’t hide his excitement with his plan to chase down the enemy.

      Reid, the alpha of Kodiak Point, and usually a cool-headed kind of guy, wasn’t helping. “He doesn’t have much of a head start. If we leave now, we could possibly still sniff out his trail and go after him.”

      “It’s time we ended that prick, once and for all,” Gene agreed.

      “I’m in!” Brody announced. As if there was any doubt. The beta of their clan lived for any kind of excitement. And if that chance involved possible violence or injury, then count him in twice.

      Brody possessed a file almost as thick as someone else she knew. Someone also at this meeting, a man she tried to ignore.

      Fail.

      As if she could ever ignore him. As soon as he entered a room, all her senses woke.

      But she did her best to pretend he wasn’t there. However, it was hard given someone had duct-taped the bear to a chair and then gagged him. Brody, she’d wager, with the help of Gene.

      A few years younger than all of them, Travis—gorgeous as he was with those melting brown eyes and rakish blond hair, that she totally didn’t notice—had an awful habit of talking. Talking without a filter to men who felt the best lesson was one served with a fist. A cuff. A wrestle. Make that anything physical.

      Before anyone came to the erroneous conclusion that Travis was their poor, abused whipping boy, it should be noted he did it on purpose. He didn’t know how to keep his paw out of his mouth, and he took each jab and black eye in stride, and with a grin.

      A grin he didn’t sport right now, given the gag and tape, but his bright eyes certainly followed the proceedings with interest.

      “I’ll have us booked on the next flight out. Actually, even better, I’ll talk to my buddy with a plane and see if I can’t finagle us a private charter. We’ll pack our things tonight and head out in the morning for the city and the airport.”

      Fist bumps all around. Booyahs abounded. Testosterone levels rose.

      Until Jess cleared her throat.

      Utter silence fell. Impressive really given the crowd, then again, they’d learned over the past few years to pay attention when she spoke. She taught them that she wouldn’t brook any nonsense, not as a doctor, not as a female, and not as a member of the clan council.

      Only thirty and a woman in a mostly male dominated society didn’t mean Jess kowtowed to any misplaced chauvinism—or stupidity. She stood her ground, and she spoke her piece. So when she became the focus of so many male gazes, she didn’t squirm. They’d all come in to her office at one point with something that needed splinting, stitching, or jabbing with a needle. They knew better than to think they could intimidate her. And if they didn’t heed her orders to rest, she shot their ass full of tranquilizers and enforced her orders.

      The last time she did that to Boris, Jan, his mate, brought over the yummiest muffins—not that she admitted their scrumptiousness to anyone. Travis’ mother would have started a baking war again, which on the surface sounded harmless, but since everyone was afraid to turn down her food, it led to an influx of folks with tummy aches from overeating and a flurry of dieting requests.

      “First off, I will go on the record to say this is probably one of your most half-baked plans yet.”

      Gene rumbled. “Yet? I don’t know. I can think of a few that started off worse and drunker.”

      “No kidding,” Brody said with a chuckle. “The pink bunny on my ass is a daily reminder.”

      Reid, their alpha, rolled a big shoulder. “I’ll admit it’s kind of a piecemeal plan, but it’s a long flight. We should have something better by the time we land.”

      “Or you’ll wing it,” Jess added. “Whatever. That’s not my real concern. It might surprise you to know that I don’t disagree that you should go after this Naga creature and take care of him.” To those who were shocked that she, a doctor who’d sworn to save lives, condoned the assassination of a person, keep in mind she’d spent the last year or so patching the results of the mini war waged by this unknown enemy.

      And besides, her inner hawk wasn’t squeamish when it came to the kill. In a world inhabited by predator and prey, ruthlessness was required to stay alive.

      Mess with me, and I’ll kill you. Of course, she’d never actually killed a person before, but she liked to think she could if she had to.

      “So if you agree we should go, then what’s the problem?” Gene asked.

      Did they really need her to point out the obvious? Judging by their puzzled miens, they did. “The problem is all of you can’t go.”

      At that declaration, their excitement dissipated, much like hot air balloons deflating.

      Only Brody ventured to ask, “Why not?”

      “First off, Reid, you have to stay here. Not only are you the leader of this clan, and needed in case this Naga escape is but a feint, but Tammy is due to have the babies anytime now.” Given Reid’s wife bore twins, and was already well into her third trimester, those cubs could come anytime. This wasn’t something Reid should miss.

      The rumble from Reid wasn’t meant as a threat, more as recognition of her logic. At least Reid was one alpha who could take advice and criticism without killing the bearer of the news.

      “Fine. I’ll stay, but I don’t see why the rest shouldn’t go. Given what they’re facing, I’d rather send whoever we can to take this prick down.”

      An unexpected vote in her attempt to keep their planning in check came from the least expected person, Gene.  “The doc has a point. You can’t empty the town. For all we know, this is a smokescreen to draw us out. Send the best guys on a snake hunt, leaving the town almost undefended. I’m going to suggest only a handful of us go.”

      Brody rubbed his chin as he weighed in. “Actually, a handful might work better. I was talking earlier today to our old sarge. He’s the one who confirmed the target landed in their area. He did also say if we ever popped over for a visit, or went on a hunt, to let him know. We’re not the only ones interested in the snake. Seems our old unit has been having problems too.”

      A thoughtful expression appeared on Boris’ face. “So it looks like we’d have possible reinforcements and access to equipment. Excellent. The airlines can be such assholes about letting me bring my guns on the plane.” Boris never left home less than armed to the teeth. According to his wife, Jan—also a gun nut—there was nothing sexier than watching him strip all the various weapons from his body.

      Personally, Jess couldn’t picture the giant moose of a man doing any kind of striptease, but a certain handsome grizzly though…

      She dug her nails into her palm to keep her mind focused.

      As talk splintered off with Gene and Boris discussing the merits of the latest assault rifle, Kyle added his two cents. “In case we run into trouble, I think it best if I put tracking devices on everyone who’s going. You know, just in case shit happens and we get captured again, or lost. Those sandstorms, as I recall, were deadly.” Kyle, their resident technical expert, was all about gadgets. When it came to computers, while not an expert hacker, he had connections and skills that would prove useful. At home.

      Jess cleared her throat again and ignored the ensuing groans. “While I think sending in a handpicked group is a great idea, given Kyle’s computers and network are all centered here and there’s no guarantee he could quickly set up a command center once you get there, he’d probably serve you better by staying put.”

      “What? No mission for me?” The caribou slapped his chest and mimed a faint. “You’re killing me, doc.”

      With a wicked grin, Boris slapped Kyle none too gently on the back. “Don’t worry, bud. I’ll make sure to show our enemy what a man with a real rack looks like.”

      “Don’t you dare compare those dull horns to my deadly set of antlers.”

      “Deadly?” Boris snorted. “I’ll show you deadly.” The two men stood toe to toe, their friendly rivalry a long-standing one.

      “Enough. We don’t have time right now to debate the racks.” Reid stepped between them and prevented any fist throwing. For now. They’d probably tussle on their way out once the meeting was over.

      “Yeah, what the boss said,” Brody chimed in. “Besides, everyone knows it’s all about the fangs and fur.”

      As voices rose in protest, Jess rolled her eyes and let out a whistle—a strident one.

      With a wince, the boys—and, yes, despite their age and experience, they were no better at times than teenagers—shut up.

      “Thanks, Doc.” Reid acknowledged her before addressing the remaining group with a frown. “That leaves only Boris, Gene, and Brody. Not much of a hit squad.”

      “I think we should bring Layla,” Brody suggested.

      “Bring a girl?” Gene grimaced. Given his mate, Vicky, was not only human but sometimes prone to fainting, Jess could understand his concern. But in this case it was misplaced. Layla wasn’t a shrinking violet.

      Brody argued his reasoning. “Not just any girl. You know Layla’s got powers we might find handy out there.”

      Did she ever have cool powers. While the inhabitants of Kodiak Point, for the most part, owned a beast, or avian, side, Layla was more exotic in nature. Some whispered magical.

      She held the power to control animals and some insects. Not shapeshifters or humans thank goodness, but anything else with a weak mind was fair game.

      Given her freaky ability, Jess could totally see the advantage Layla would bring to the group.

      “What about Jan and her dad?” Reid mused aloud. “She’s an awesome shot, and he’s just plain nuts.”

      “Negative.” Boris shook his head. “Neither of them is going anywhere. Jan’s pregnant.” He announced it starkly.

      Boris might seem calm about it now, but he hadn’t been a few days ago. More panicked than she’d ever seen him, Boris had rushed Jan into the emergency because he’d caught her puking and refusing to eat. It took only a quick test to confirm Jan’s suspicions that she was breeding.

      Poor Boris. The news shocked the man to the core, and Jess had to give him a few stitches after he hit the floor.

      At the announcement in the garage, there was much backslapping and handshaking.

      Once the excitement died down, Reid brought them back to their previous discussion. “Okay, so Jan’s out, as is her dad so he can protect her while Boris is gone. That doesn’t leave us with many choices.”

      No one paid the chair hopping up and down in the corner any mind.

      Jess kept her gaze averted too. While not officially on the council, the nosy grizzly was always underfoot. In her line of sight. Showing up driving everyone—most especially her—nuts. Although her nuts was of a different sort than the guys.

      Given they couldn’t keep Travis out, and he couldn’t stop himself from talking and getting into trouble, they duct taped him to a seat and tucked him in the corner. A corner where he could watch and see everything going on.

      Judging by his antics, he wanted to go on this crazy mission. The guys would probably have let him, too, if they weren’t all so terrified of his mum.

      Aunt Betty-Sue, the name she expected them all to call her, would never let her baby boy go off to a mini war. Not without starting one.

      Funny how the guys weren’t afraid to beat on Travis in the name of toughening the bear up, but no one dared do anything that would put them in a direct warpath with his mother. Taking Travis on a possibly deadly mission? Yeah, none of them would volunteer him for that.

      After they bandied about a few more names that could go, vetoed them all for some reason or another, their core group remained Boris, Brody, Layla, and Gene.

      And…Jess. “I’m going too.”

      For the umpteenth time that night, all eyes swung her way.

      “You’re what?” Reid asked.

      “Given you’re all idiots with no sense of how to take care of yourself, it might be a good idea if I tagged along. You know, to provide medical aid. I can also give you some eyes in the sky.”

      “But you don’t have combat experience,” Gene pointed out.

      “No, but I do know how to fire a weapon, subdue a crazed shifter, and I don’t faint at the sight of blood. I am also utterly tone deaf.”

      “What’s that got to do with the mission?”

      “While it’s never been tested, it’s been hypothesized in shifter medical circles that a Naga’s voice is less likely to influence those who are strong-minded and tone deaf.” She shrugged. “It could come in handy.”

      “But who will handle any medical problems while you’re gone?”

      “Dr. Carter is more than capable still. He often helps out if I get a heavy load.” Retirement had proved less exciting than he’d hoped, and he tended to hang around the center quite a bit. He’d probably jump at the chance to come back full time for a bit.

      To her surprise, they bought her reasons for going, or at least didn’t argue. Did they suspect her true desire for joining this mission, namely to hunt down the husband who refused to come home? More than that, she hadn’t heard from him in what, six months, maybe a bit longer, and it wasn’t because he was missing in action or on a secret mission that didn’t allow communication. Her dear hubby just wasn’t talking to her.

      Not talking.

      Not visiting.

      Not doing a gosh-darned husbandly thing.

      And Jess was mighty tired of it.

      Crash.

      The loud noise came from the corner of the garage. Before she could register what happened, Travis hopped to his feet, tattered duct tape at his wrists and ankles, gag missing to shout, “I’m going too!”

      The guys all eyed each other then the grinning grizzly.

      As one, they all laughed, Jess included. As if Betty-Sue would ever let him go.
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      “Over my dead body.” His mother’s exact words.

      Travis’ reply. “I have rope in the shed, and I’m not afraid to use it.”

      Because, really, he wouldn’t kill his mother, but neither would he let her stand in his way of partaking in the mission.

      As soon as Travis heard Jess volunteering to go, it became imperative he become a part of the group.

      Nothing, not even the skull-patterned duct tape that strapped him to a chair would stand in his way. As if he’d let his lady—who wasn’t quite his lady given she was married and not interested—go into danger without a mighty grizzly to watch her back.

      With determination as his strength, he snapped his duct-tape prison to announce his intent to join them.

      The laughter by the boys, while understood, was uncalled for. Sure, his mother wouldn’t like it, but in the last few months, what with everything that happened to his clan, Travis had come to a few realizations.

      One. Danger was everywhere. Even a usually quiet town like Kodiak Point could become a hotspot for nefarious activities. The snake dude who wanted to cause trouble didn’t care that the folks here just wanted to live in peace. Travis wanted to be one of the guys who helped take him down. And his curious bear wondered if it was true—does snake taste just like chicken?

      Two. His mother was perfectly capable of taking care of herself
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in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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