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        Don’t moose with his fox.

        

      

      A bullheaded moose doesn’t stand a chance when a fox decides to make him her mate.

      Boris left to defend his country still a boy.  He came back a changed man. A damaged man.

      But Jan still wants him.

      A man of few words, Boris has a firm way of saying no, but a determined vixen knows he’s her mate. Jan has not had much success in getting her bullheaded moose to notice her, but all that changes when her life is put in danger.

      Suddenly the damaged soldier keeps finding excuses to come to her rescue, but as far as Jan is concerned, her mate is the one in need of saving.

      It will take some subtle maneuvering to outfox her moose into admitting he loves her, but this wily vixen is more than ready for the challenge. And if that doesn’t work, Momma’s offered to loan her the shotgun used for her own engagement.

      

      
        Welcome to Kodiak Point, where the wildlife might wear clothes, but animal instinct rules the heart.
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          Chapter 1

        

      

    

    
      There were times when a lady had to use strong language. Unladylike language. Times such as when someone blew the tire out on a girl’s awesome SUV and sent it careening off a steep embankment in the Alaskan wilds in the middle of the night. To add icing to that cake—the triple layered, buttercream frosted kind because the situation called for it—her uncontrollable descent had her skidding at a ridiculous speed toward a tree, a tree she was pretty sure wasn’t going to move. So was it any wonder Jan needed to vent a little?

      “Fuck!” Okay, so it wasn’t a stream of invectives, but shouted at the top of her lungs, and the word stretched out, it was stronger language than Jan preferred to indulge in.  Just one of her odd quirks, which tied in to her strong memories of soap and a momma who thought the best way to curb a dirty mouth was to wash it. Her dear mother didn’t have any tolerance for cussing, even the most banal kind. Jan quickly learned to not repeat the naughty words the boys at school taught her, and the habit followed her into adulthood.

      But facing injury or possible death, a lady could give herself a little bit of slack, especially since, “Uh-oh” and “Oh dear” just wouldn’t cut it. Not when the truck—my beautiful, almost-paid-for SUV—hit the tree and the screeching of metal twisting, the crunch of fiberglass crushing, and the crack of glass spider-webbing all meant she’d have to go car shopping again.

      While she was at it, she might need a plastic surgeon to get her nose re-adjusted. Goodness, but when that airbag deployed, it did so with speed and gusto. Sure, the inflatable bladder lessened the impact, but it hadn’t stopped her from squashing her face, much like a bug on her windshield in the height of summer.

      Splat.

      The hard knock disoriented her, and despite her shifter ability to absorb more damage and pain than a regular human, even she had to admit she was a tad dazed and shaken up, which was why it took her a moment to realize she had company.

      And not the invited kind.

      A single sniff was all she needed to know the bodies trudging through the snow toward her, their blocky frames illuminated by the headlights on their snowmobiles, were shifters. Judging by the rifle slung over the shoulder of one, she doubted they were the friendly type and she was fairly positive they were idiots seeing as how they went after the unconscious and not very dangerous human who rode shotgun in her truck. My poor pulverized truck. A truck these guys broke.

      It took a lot for Jan to lose her temper. People often commended her on her cool composure—a façade she’d practiced often because of a certain bullheaded moose who refused to admit he belonged to her. I will trap you yet, Boris!

      However, lose her temper she did because they broke my SUV! And cracked a few of her freshly manicured nails, but that she could have handled.

      As they wrenched the driver side door open, more like ripped it off its hinges given its warped shape, she didn’t pause to think. She fired the gun she always kept close by—a present from her dear daddy. She hit her mark in the shoulder and spun him away. He apparently had no qualms about using some very vehement cuss words, which, if momma were here, would have resulted in him foaming at the mouth.

      Given she was a crack shot, folks might wonder why she didn’t kill him. For one thing, on the off chance she was wrong about their intent, she should probably hold off on deadly force, and second, her daddy always said, in times of war, you should always keep one of the enemy alive for questioning.

      Some might argue there was no war, just a lot of jostling for power between some unknown assailant and the alpha of her clan. Jan would disagree. By attacking her poor defenseless SUV, someone had definitely thrown down a glove. Jan was more than ready to pick it up and slap them with it.

      Just because she was a lady didn’t mean she didn’t know how to get even, or how to defend herself. Daddy made sure of that.

      Using the colorful screams and curses of her downed victim as distraction, she threw herself out of her seat and hit the ground in a tucked ball, rolling to the side and popping up on one knee, gun raised.

      One. Two. Three armed bad guys. Goodness, but it seemed someone had gone all out when it came to attacking her and her human passenger. Jan would have preened if she was a stupid bird. Vain creatures. Thankfully, they mostly stayed down south in the warmer climates.

      “Give yourself up, fox,” said a stranger who bore the unmistakable scent of caribou. A rare shifter for these parts—but tasty in a stew. “Don’t make this harder than it has to be.”

      Did he seriously expect Jan to raise her hands and surrender? The first rule of survival, no matter your species? Never give up. Her daddy’s sub-clause to it was, and make sure you take as many down with you as you can.

      With a cheery, “Not today, boys,” Jan fired in rapid succession. This time, she didn’t aim to maim.

      Head shot. Hit. Second, missed by a hair. A third missile went wide as something jostled her from behind.

      Fetid breath washed over her. Ew. The attacking men were also using wild wolves to help them which sucked. No reasoning with those untamed creatures. And they were chomp-happy, dirty creatures.

      The one who ruined her aim latched onto her wrist, only the thick layer of her jacket prevented it from breaking skin. However, given it forced her to tussle before it did some actual damage, she lost her hold on her pistol.

      “My daddy gave me that gun,” she complained. While irritated at the loss, she now had both her hands free and that meant she could fight.

      Tucking her legs under the writhing body of the wild wolf, she sent it flying right into an approaching assailant. Bullseye. The both went tumbling. She didn’t waste the opportunity this presented.

      With her gun who knew where, numbers against her, and self-preservation screaming to get her butt moving, Jan did the only thing she could. She shrugged off her coat, loosened her pants and then shifted into her other shape, twisting free of the remaining garments.

      Once upon a time, she’d pondered how her adult size could compact into her much smaller arctic fox shape. She never did find a satisfactory answer but thanked the fact she had the ability as she could use her nimble and petite frame to bolt through a gap between encroaching bodies.

      Beyond the initial ring of men, snowmobiles were parked haphazardly, their lights bright beacons in the dark, crisscrossing and partially blinding her. What she could see didn’t bode well.

      An unconscious Tammy was slung over the back of a snowmobile. Scruffy men, more than the few she’d initially counted, turned almost as one to face her and a wild pack of lean gray wolves snarled at her and ululated a battle cry.

      Time to move her conditioned—and once a month hot-oil treated—white fur out of here. It galled her to have to leave Tammy in the clutches of those miscreants. But she also recognized she wouldn’t do her friend any favors if she got caught in the same trap. At least if Jan remained free, she could perhaps find help.

      As creatures went, Jan’s vixen wasn’t the largest. Nor the strongest. Nor even the most vicious. However, when it came to speed, agility, and a knack for slipping traps, her arctic fox heritage came in handy. Her snowy fur blended well with the icy landscape. In the dark, despite a shifter’s enhanced eyesight, once she darted off, tracking her proved difficult. She gave a mental laugh as the curses mounted.

      “Where’d the bitch go?”

      How rude. I’m a vixen not a dog.

      “I can’t fucking see her.”

      Of course not. My fur is meant to blend in.

      “Holy shit, I can’t believe she killed Brian.”

      She would have killed more if given a few more minutes. She blamed her dazed state from the crash for not getting off more rounds before the wild wolf attacked. She could practically hear her daddy barking, “Don’t give me no excuses, Janny-baby. The enemy’s not going to care if you’re tired or on your fucking period. You have to be tougher.”

      It was only because of the intervention of her mother she managed to not become the son her daddy always wanted. But she was the only girl she knew who carried a gun alongside her makeup kit in her purse.

      A gun she had to leave behind during her escape. Another thing they’d pay for. Her daddy gave her that gun on her sixteenth birthday, engraved with the loving words, Shoot to kill, Janny-baby. Just another reason for her to hate these thugs she was escaping.

      But the men after her weren’t about to let her slip their grasp so easily. On the contrary, her act of defiance—and perhaps the fact she’d shot a few of them—made those remaining a tad rambunctious and determined.

      Judging by the various yells behind her, she’d better tuck tail and run as fast as her four furry feet could go. At least until she came up with a better plan.

      Not familiar with this part of the untamed wilds, Jan didn’t know which direction to head in, nor could she stop to orient herself. She let instinct guide her. Bounding initially along packed snowmobile trails in the snow, she quickly realized she’d have to leave their relatively smooth surface if she wanted to shake her pursuers.

      Off the path, she veered, weaving through the thin forest, her breath a steamy, panting fog. She just needed to put a little distance between her and her pursuers, enough that she could lay a trap.

      A deadly one, just like daddy taught her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 2

        

      

    

    
      When Reid called Boris to let him know Jan was missing, along with a visiting human, the stutter of his heart had nothing to do with the vexing vixen. What did he care if the attractive receptionist—who’d made her interest clear in him since his return from the war despite his rebuffs—was missing?

      This didn’t stop him from snapping, “Where was she last seen?”

      “Heading out of town last night.”

      Right into danger. Boris held in a sigh. What were the chances Jan made it from their town to the city unchallenged? Unlikely, and it would explain why the clan’s attempt to net some varmints intent on causing problems had failed. His alpha, Reid, had wondered if the guy determined to challenge his leadership position had suddenly decided to behave. Given the snow fox’s disappearance, along with a certain woman Reid had taken a shine to, Boris would guess he hadn’t. It seems Miss Prim and Proper Jan has bitten off more than she can chew.

      Kind of like me. He’d known for years the vixen wanted a piece of him. She made her intention quite clear. But Boris resisted. Pesky as she might be—beautiful, intelligent, and sexy beyond belief, too—Jan deserved better than an ornery bastard like him. Needed a man who didn’t wake in the night with fucking nightmares, pointing his gun at a phantom enemy and clicking on empty chambers.

      He’d learned after a few incidents to not sleep with a loaded weapon. Plasterwork sucked, as did waking in a rain of falling debris and dust.

      But his mating situation with a certain ravishing blonde wasn’t at issue here. A missing Jan was. Any member of the clan could have and would have searched for her, everyone in town loved Jan, but what did Boris do?

      “I’ll take my truck and go looking for her.” Yeah, like a dumb fucking moose, he volunteered. He tried to justify it with the knowledge that if she was in trouble then he was best equipped to handle it. Truth was, he didn’t trust anyone else to do it right. Despite his avoidance issues, Boris felt responsible for the woman. He just wouldn’t sleep with or claim her like she wanted. No matter what his cock—or his moose—thought.

      “Not alone you won’t. We don’t know what you might run into,” Reid said.

      “Nothing my stash can’t handle.” And by stash, Boris meant the mini arsenal he kept stocked in his truck. A man never knew when he might have to end or start a minor war. Or just want to shoot things for fun—and stress relief. Stress relief that is needed every time I run into that blonde vixen and her bloody smile.

      Given he refused to hook up with her, it irritated him to no end that his body refused to honor his decision. His damned dick just couldn’t stay asleep when the woman was around. And not for lack of trying!

      He’d threatened it. Smacked it. Taken cold showers. And, yes, beaten it—coming with Jan’s name on the tip of his tongue. Nothing ever took the edge off, not even the rare visits into the city where bars always had someone for a bastard like him. Travis called it the asshole effect; the more Boris acted aloof and uninterested, the more the ladies wanted him.

      Whatever the reason for his ease in finding a temporary bedmate, Boris didn’t indulge often. The sex, while okay, never filled the void in him, and the odd guilt he felt, the reason which he couldn’t pinpoint, left him feeling dirty. Dirtier than a week spent in the wild without bathing. Not by choice but because he lost a fucking bet.

      Boris tuned back in to Reid as he said, “I want you to take Travis with you.”

      “Like fuck.”

      “I’m making it an order.”

      “But he’s an idiot.” A young grizzly who tended to act before thinking. Boris would rather hack his own leg off than get saddled with him.

      “I won’t deny that, but he’s got a sharp sense of smell, he’s not half bad in a fight, and—”

      “You want him out of your fur.”

      “Exactly,” Reid replied, not at all chagrined in admitting the truth.

      “I don’t like you.”

      “You don’t like anyone.”

      True. Boris grunted.

      Reid laughed. “Admit it, Travis is growing on you.”

      “So do blood-sucking leeches. It doesn’t mean I don’t want to carve them off and toss them in a fire pit.”

      “We all want to do that with my dear cousin, but then you’d have to deal with his mother.”

      Boris didn’t need to see Reid’s shudder, not when he experienced one of his own. Everyone feared Travis’ mother. “Fine. He lives. For now. Tell him to get his ass here in the next ten minutes though, or I’m leaving him behind.”

      Speed was of essence when it came to finding missing people, especially out here and in the winter. Shifters might prove more adaptable to the harsh climate, but predators abounded, both wild and cognitive. Bullets were also unforgiving, and Boris couldn’t help but recall the thriving market for lush arctic fox fur.

      No one has a nicer coat than Jan. Soft fur, pure and unblemished just like her skin, which covered a—

      The fist that connected with his wall barely dented the solid wood surface. Given the plaster incidents over the years, Boris had gradually converted his interior to a more durable material. Because, again, he hated fixing drywall.

      Supplies gathered, truck fueled, and with an extra gas tank strapped in the bed behind the cab, Boris sat at the wheel about to pull out when the passenger door opened and Travis hopped in.

      Damn. I almost managed to escape.

      “Boris, my man, I hear we’re going fox and human hunting.”

      “Yes.”

      “Excellent. Two tough dudes on a quest to save the hot chicks. Do you think we’ll find them?”

      Boris snorted. Of course they would. Failure was never an option.

      “I wonder if that guy who’s been fucking with the clan attacked them?”

      If he had, Boris would have a bone to pick with the bastard.

      “Think the girls are ok—Gurg. Blerg”

      Enough with the questions! Was it necessary for Boris to strangle Travis to get him to shut up? Probably not, but he did enjoy it. But thoughts of Aunt Betty-Sue—real aunt or not, no one dared  call her anything else—had him ease his grip before the boy completely passed out.

      Casting a wounded look his way, Travis complained. “Dude, that was so uncalled for. You know I can’t fight back. You’re a veteran, and my mother taught me to respect my elders.”

      Elder? Boris growled. “I just turned thirty-one.” Which was only about six years older than the pup beside him. Some days it felt like a hundred years.

      “Middle-aged, I know, and still single. That’s gotta suck. Maybe if you grew a moose-tache you’d snag yourself a lady.” Travis slapped his leg and laughed.

      Boris gave his steering a sharp jerk and sent his passenger’s head rapping off the glass. As if the young grizzly took offense. Travis chuckled harder. “You military types with your fetish for being clean shaven. Which I guess is cool. Chicks probably dig that too. On the bright side, at least you’re not living in your mom’s basement or something. Because that, you know, would be really pathetic.”

      “Says the boy still living at home.”

      “Hey, I’m the man of the house. I have my own bedroom upstairs, and I’m barely on my Xbox these days.”

      “Only because every time you logged on I kicked your ass at Call of Duty.” A man trying to forget the war playing a war game? Don’t judge him. He found it soothing—and liked following Travis’ avatar around and shooting him; anger therapy that didn’t leave bruises.

      “One of these days, dude, we are going to have to go head to head in a Kinects Sports battle.”

      “Bring it, cub.”

      “You got it, old man.”

      The banal banter served its purpose. It kept Boris’s mind from veering down dark paths. Twisted violent ones where he couldn’t help but imagine finding Jan in a pool of blood, her lovely blue eyes staring unseeing and crimson matting her golden hair.

      A vision made more concrete once he found the wreckage. He almost didn’t spot it, the wind having smoothed over the tracks her SUV made when it plowed over the steep edge of the gorge. It was Travis, damn him, who spotted the clue.

      “Dude, something took out the snowbank.”

      Which just went to show how frazzled Boris was. He should have seen it first. Usually he would have, and it was stupid little things like this that made him more determined than ever to stay away from Jan. The woman addled his mind, whether present or not.

      Boris slammed on the brakes, and the truck fishtailed slightly. He hopped out of the cab and circled around to the other side for a closer look.

      As if he could see much in the dark. Enhanced eyesight was all well and good, but it only went so far.

      “Light,” he ordered.

      Travis fumbled in the back of his truck for a moment before a blinding beam lit the slope angling away from the road. Despite the wind doing its best to sweep the area clean, evidence of something plowing a trail was clear, but even more telling was the crumpled truck at the bottom of the steep embankment, its front end embracing a tree.

      Boris didn’t recall moving. All he knew was he half slid, half jogged down the steep incline, eyes trained on the wreck, inhaling as well as he could the scents in the area. Nothing fresh jumped out at him, but the lingering aroma of blood and animal, many animals, permeated the area. He also couldn’t help but note the numerous snowmobile tracks.

      Reaching the bottom, he slowed his steps as his old friend fear—a fucking asshole he kept trying to ditch but who kept coming back—made him dread peeking through the smashed driver side window of the all-too-familiar crushed SUV.

      He offered up his first silent prayer in years. Please let her be alive. Jan might vex him, but Jan was too beautiful and bright to die so young.

      A noisy breath escaped him when he saw the empty cab. No bodies. Yet.

      He turned to survey the area, the shadows mocking him in the bobbing beam of the flashlight Travis brought with him.

      The grizzly skidded to a stop beside him. “No sign of Jan or Tammy?”

      Boris shook his head.

      “Think whoever was on these sleds took her and the human chick?”

      If they had, Boris would get them back.

      Despite Boris’ dislike of the cub, Travis was a decent tracker. Between the two of them, they pieced together events and were able to present them to Reid when he arrived.

      In a nutshell, the human female got carted off, dead or alive, no one could ascertain, but Reid would go after her with a clan posse to fetch her back. It seemed his alpha, a once respectable Kodiak, had fallen for a human. Ugh. But at least this Tammy broad wasn’t completely useless. The way Boris heard it, she’d faced down Reid in his Kodiak form armed with only a frying pan. That took guts, and Boris respected that.

      As for Jan, she also showed more courage than he would have expected. It looked like his vixen fought back, or so he judged by the residual scent of gunpowder and trails of blood. He’d heard rumors of the fox learning to shoot with her dad. He’d not put much stock in them. Women like Jan, always perfectly coiffed and dressed, weren’t the type to get their hands dirty.

      Bypassing the muddle of prints and scents around the crash site, he moved outwards. While the prints were faint, he managed to locate some fox tracks leading away from the chaos. But more worrisome were the two larger sets of wolf prints and the single set of cougar ones chasing after.

      Delicate Jan wouldn’t stand a chance against three large predators. He only hoped she would have the common sense to run and hide. I’m coming to get you. And if they’ve harmed a single hair on your head, they’ll pay.

      “Want me to change into my bear to sniff out their trail?” Travis offered.

      “No.”

      “Grab a rifle and scout?”

      Boris leveled a look at him. “No.”

      “Guard your rear?”

      “No.” Boris stared at him until Travis fidgeted.

      “Then what do you expect me to do?”

      “Help your cousin.” Yeah, he paid back his alpha by sending the cub on a new task, but truthfully, he’d fare better alone. And Reid could use the help.

      While Reid’s crew prepared to rev off to the rescue of the human, Boris equipped himself from the back of his truck. He could have adopted his moose form and chased after her; however, if Jan was injured or suffering from the elements, then she’d need more than just his naked body to keep her alive.

      Bet her naked body could keep me alive.

      Bad thought. Bad. Bad. Bad.

      Checking and cataloguing his gear helped distract him from the inappropriate thoughts— backpack with bedroll, clothing, rations, light, satellite phone. On his feet, he strapped on snow shoes, the only way to truly travel where the fluffy stuff piled high, ready to suck unsuspecting trespassers into its icy jaws.

      Reid shouted, “Good luck,” as Boris adjusted his straps.

      Boris grunted. It wasn’t luck he needed but patience because when he found the disobedient fox, he’d tan her hide until she couldn’t sit for a week. She’d known of the danger stalking clan members. How dare she put herself in harm’s way? Fool woman should learn to stay out of trouble. She needed a man to keep her in line.

      Me.

      No, not him. But who?

      Yeah, who’s crazy enough to touch my fox and die?

      Sigh. For a man with no interest in her, he really needed to do better when it came to jealousy issues.

      Adopting a lumbering stride, the snowshoes requiring more of a lift in order to keep him upright when he ran, Boris followed the tracks. They meandered in and out of the woods. Sometimes he lost them for a stretch as Jan’s fox form nimbly vaulted from exposed rock tips that jutted from the ground. But when that happened, he just had to locate the wolf marks in the snow to regain her trail.

      The first body took him by surprise. The wolf, who’d obviously died too quickly to make the change back to man, stared sightlessly, his neck torn at the jugular, causing a massive and quick bleed out that few could hope to survive, although Boris knew a guy in the war who had. Tough fucker.

      What he found harder to credit was all the signs pointed to Jan doing it. Ladylike, prim and proper Jan?

      Jan who supposedly likes guns.

      Or so he’d heard. He found it hard to believe. The Jan he knew and had first met when he accompanied Reid on a military leave had him meeting a demure young lady who inspired a man to wash his hands, hold open doors, and use the words please and thank you. That kind of femininity did not shoot guns for sport or tear out jugulars.

      But still … he eyed the corpse. Lucky bite? Had to be. Sweet delicate Jan wasn’t a killer.

      He moved on, following the lupine and cougar prints chasing after the smaller vixen ones. Morning darkness eased into the few hours of daylight Alaska got this time of the year. The sunlight didn’t make anything much warmer, but it did illuminate the landscape, sometimes too much at times as the sun refracted off the snow.

      Tinted goggles solved that
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