
Kodiak Point Anthology

By

Eve Langlais

Includes previously published titles:

~Kodiak’s Claim~

~Outfoxed By Love~

~Polar Bared~


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright & Disclaimer

Kodiak’s Claim

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty-one

Chapter Twenty-two

Chapter Twenty-three

Chapter Twenty-four

Chapter Twenty-five

Chapter Twenty-six

Chapter Twenty-seven

Chapter Twenty-eight

Epilogue

Outfoxed By Love

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty-one

Chapter Twenty-two

Epilogue

Polar Bared

Prologue

Chapter One

Chapter  Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty-one

Chapter Twenty-two

Chapter Twenty-three

Chapter Twenty-four

Chapter Twenty-five

Chapter Twenty-six

Chapter Twenty-seven

Chapter Twenty-eight

Epilogue

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Copyright & Disclaimer

[image: image]


Kodiak’s Claim

Copyright © June 2014, Eve Langlais

Cover Art by Aubrey Rose © May 2014

Edited by Devin Govaere

Copy Edited by Amanda L. Pederick

Outfoxed by Love

Copyright © July 2014, Eve Langlais

Cover Art by Aubrey Rose © July 2014

Edited by Devin Govaere

Copy Edited by Amanda L. Pederick

Polar Bared

Copyright © August 2014, Eve Langlais

Cover Art by Aubrey Rose © August 2014

Edited by Devin Govaere

Copy Edited by Amanda L. Pederick

Produced in Canada

Published by Eve Langlais

1606 Main Street, PO Box 151

Stittsville, Ontario, Canada, K2S1A3

http://www.EveLanglais.com

ISBN: 978 1927 459 75 1

Kodiak’s Claim, Outfoxed by Love and Polar Bared are a work of fiction and the characters, events and dialogue found within the story are of the author's imagination and are not to be construed as real. Any resemblance to actual events or persons, either living or deceased, is completely coincidental.

No part of this book may be reproduced or shared in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including but not limited to digital copying, file sharing, audio recording, email and printing without permission in writing from the author. 

––––––––
[image: image]

[image: image]
	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Kodiak’s Claim

[image: image]


(Kodiak Point, Book #1)

~*~
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He might growl, but she’s not afraid to bite.

Hands full taking care of his clan, the last thing this Kodiak bear needs is a woman poking her cute little nose into his affairs. But when she refuses to back down—and shows the courage to stand up to him—he can’t resist the allure of a curvy city girl. 

She’s mine. All mine.

And when a rival clan thinks to use her to force his paw, he’ll show them why you never piss off a Kodiak, or threaten what’s his.

Tammy is convinced all men are scum, even gorgeous ones like Reid Carver. She knows he’s hiding something. Something big. She just never expected a real freaking bear hid underneath all those yummy muscles. But when the truth comes out and he tries to scare her off with a roar, she shows him not just bears have bite.

Welcome to Kodiak Point, where the wildlife might wear clothes, but animal instinct rules the heart.
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Chapter One
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“Call me a fat and boring cow will he?” Tammy huffed as she tossed his favorite jersey on the layer of neatly stacked coals. “Cheat on me with my so-called friend.” The jerk. On to the pile went his CD holder of Xbox games. “How dare he think he can treat me like dirt and laugh about it.” Ha. Let’s see who laughs last. She squirted lighter fluid onto the pyre she’d built on the grill.

“And they say breaking up is hard to do.” She held a lit match that said otherwise. The flame danced and flickered as she dropped it, but the tiny stick remained afire and ignited her impromptu bonfire with a whoosh. Despite the fire’s captivity within the barbecue, a frisson of fear still shot up her spine. But she didn’t run for the hose or an extinguisher. She faced her fear, just like her shrink taught her to.

As the pile of stuff crackled and burned, she heard the slam of the screen door and the stomp of feet as he trampled down the back porch steps. “What the hell are you doing, you crazy bitch?”

Ooh a new name. At least this one she deserved. Turning to face him, the heat of her barbecue warming her plump backside, Tammy pasted a cold smirk on her face. “I’d say what I was doing is obvious. I’m cleansing myself of you.”

“With my shit!” he yelled, gesturing to the burning pyre.

She shrugged. “Yeah, well, since you weren’t around when I got the text, I found another way to vent.” A break-up text, which he’d sent after storming out after their fight a few hours ago when she’d confronted him about his dalliance with her friend. To think he’d had the nerve to defend himself, citing her lack of drive when it came to losing weight as to why he’d wandered and stuck his penis in someone else.

I never promised to change myself for him. I like myself just fine as I am. And ‘as I am’ consisted of a few extra pounds, a very voluptuous frame, and a healthy appetite. Would she like to perhaps sport a skinnier frame? Sure. However, she wasn’t about to give up everything she loved—French fries, pizza, chips and ooh, chocolate ice cream—and start a rigorous exercise regime just to please a man. Love me as I am, or at least pretend to.

He waved his hands around wildly. “I’m calling the cops. You don’t have the right to do this.”

“Do what? Barbecue my dinner?” She pointed to the steak sitting on a plate beside the barbecue, thick, red, and sprinkled with a touch of garlic, pepper, and sea salt. Inside her townhouse, rice bubbled in a pot and a salad smothered in a garlic Caesar dressing awaited. Nothing like charbroiled beef to soothe a girl’s hurt feelings. And if that failed, nestled in her fridge, she had some cheesecake smothered in a caramel sauce as backup.

“You’re being deliberately obtuse. You can’t use my stuff as fuel.”

“Prove it. Looks like hot coals to me.” Indeed, while they’d talked, his prized possessions were reduced to indistinguishable lumps. Using oven mitts, Tammy placed a metal grill over the glowing embers. With a deliberate, and admittedly taunting, grin in his direction, she grasped the steak with some tongs and slapped it on. Mmm, nothing like hearing that sizzle. “I’d invite you to stay, but as you can see, there’s only enough for one, and besides, you made it quite clear this afternoon you don’t like eating cows. Too fatty. So why don’t you scurry off and visit your little stork of a girlfriend.”

“She’s not my girlfriend. We just hooked up for sex. You know full well I’ve got nowhere to stay.”

“Not my problem. The townhouse is in my name as is the mortgage. Seeing as how we never had a rental agreement and we’re no longer a couple, that makes you a trespasser. An unwelcome one. Now, leave before I call the cops.”

“You can’t just kick me out. What about my stuff?”

“The rest of your junk is on the front porch. You probably walked right past those trash bags on your way in. Take them when you leave, or tomorrow night, I’m having flame-kissed kebobs.” Yummy. Marinated chicken chunks with red and green peppers over some spicy, pan-fried noodles.

She derived a certain satisfaction in watching the muscles in his jaw work. Not an impressive jaw as they went, kind of like the rest of him. What could she say? She’d foolishly fallen for his false charm and lies. Story of her life. A story she kept repeating. At least now Tammy no longer cried when they disappointed her and broke her heart. She got even.

“You’re not just a fat, lousy lay, you’re a nutjob. No man will ever want you,” the jerk snapped as he stomped back through her house.

Maybe. But Tammy wasn’t about to change herself. If fate meant for her to live a life alone, then so be it. There was always ice cream and Netflix to fall back on.
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Chapter Two
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“What the hell do you mean we lost another shipment?” Reid’s bellow didn’t quite shake the walls of his office, but it was close. His desk didn’t fare so well when he slammed his fist down, leaving a dent in its already abused surface.

His second-in-command didn’t flinch, but Brody did grimace. “I hate to say it, but it looks like we’re being targeted.”

“Gee, do you think?” was Reid’s sarcastic reply. “The question is, by who? Who is dumb enough to screw with us?” Make that screw with me. His temper and general take-no-shit attitude was known far and wide amongst humans and shifters alike. It would take an idiot with large balls—big goddamned hairy ones—and a little brain to fuck with him. Reid didn’t always play by the rules. Actually, he usually made them, and heck, sometimes even he didn’t obey them.

As leader of his clan, Reid’s word was law. His fist was justice. And his bellow meant run, because if he caught you... Let’s just say, in the shifter world, justice was often quick, painful and at times, final. Reid had no patience for excuses, and no mercy for idiots.

However, it seemed someone either didn’t know of his reputation or ignored it. That or they were positioning themselves to challenge him. Bring it. He might not like the paperwork duties that came with leading a mixed clan, but he’d be damned if he’d let some sneaky asshole waltz in and take it from him.

“No one’s yet stepped forward to claim responsibility. But, given only our transport trucks have been targeted, I’d say it’s deliberate, and they’re not being gentle about it. We’re missing three drivers now, not clan residents but transient workers. Three loads vanished into thin air and not one fucking witness,” Brody added.

What Brody didn’t say aloud was that, given they found blood staining the ground at the last registered satellite locations of the vehicles, the likelihood of the drivers still being alive was slim to none. The fact that whoever made their move didn’t care if lives were lost proved troubling. Stealing and poaching was one thing. Reid and the other clans who chose to live in the Alaskan wilds had done it for decades, maybe even centuries. Hard to tell since they didn’t keep any written accounts. But while they did have a few epic clashes, usually over territories or women—which he couldn’t grasp, no honey pot was worth that kind of trouble—casualties were usually a result of a face-to-face battle, not coldly calculated ambushes. There was no honor in those.

Then again there would be little honor but a lot of screaming when he got his paws on the bastard responsible and squeezed his skull into a pulpy mush. As alpha of his clan, he’d get to decide on the justice. Fuck with me and I’ll destroy you.

Reid drummed his fingers on his desktop. “When is our next run due to come in?”

“Couple of days. Travis is bringing in a load of supplies then loading up again with whatever the mine’s got for us to haul out. With the loss of the last shipment, our partners down south are bitching.”

“Because it’s our fault we got hijacked.” Reid couldn’t help his sarcastic growl. While he might control who lived in his town, shifters and a few humans in on the secret, the outside world was another thing. Doing business with only his kind wasn’t an option, which meant that explaining to human CEOs that a rival was poaching and planning a hostile takeover of his town wasn’t a viable excuse. His buyers didn’t want sob stories; they wanted what they ordered whether it be coal, fish or lumber. Goods he planned to deliver. Deliveries he needed for money, which he turned around and used to buy supplies for the clan. Supplies that had also gone missing, which meant there was going to be some grumbling soon, mostly by him if he didn’t get to replenish his brown sugar stash. Fuck his cousins and their honey. Reid’s sweet tooth ran towards brown sugar and maple syrup.

“Get me a map of the route. I want some of our men positioned at the more obvious ambush spots and watching. If there’s another attack, I want someone to see who’s leading it and report back.” Because something about the whole thing stank. The fact that the drivers didn’t belong to the clan was a glaring suspicion. Had Reid harbored criminals in his midst? But why wait so long to steal?

Jonathon, missing with the first truck, had worked as a driver for the company for almost fifteen months now. Steven for six. Only the last missing driver had spent less than a month in his position.

Were the missing trucks part of a planned heist engineered from the inside? Yes, they’d found blood at the scenes, but it wasn’t too farfetched to wonder if someone planted it to throw them off the trail.

That was where the watching men came in. If this were the work of some transients, Travis wouldn’t run into any problems during his run. If, however, an outside force truly was looking to undermine his power base, then Reid wanted to know.

“I’ll have them in position well before the truck’s expected to run past. What about engaging if Travis is attacked?”

“If they can help, then by all means they’d better get their furry asses into gear right quick. Better yet, send them out armed.”

“What if Travis is hit out of range?”

“Think he’d listen to an order to tuck tail and run?”

Brody snorted.

“Yeah, that’s what I thought. Stupid hotheaded cub. I’ll make sure he’s armed and stress caution. Hopefully, he’ll use common sense and run if the numbers are against him. Then again, knowing my dumb-ass cousin, he’ll attack no matter the odds, which is why I want him paired with Boris. But do it on the down low. Have Boris sneak on board and stay out of sight in the sleeper so if anyone’s watching they don’t know about him.”

“Boris? That crazy fucker? You want to put him in a confined space with Travis? Do you hate your cousin that much?”

A smile was his reply. Boris might not play with a full deck, not since his return from overseas, but he was dependable. And deadly.

“Boris it is,” Brody said with a shake of his head. “I’ll give him a shout.”

“No. I will.” Putting Boris anywhere close to a fight was guaranteeing bloodshed. Reid wanted to stress the importance of keeping one of the thieves alive for questioning. 

“And I’ll warn Travis to behave. In other words, try and stay on Boris’s good side, especially if he prefers to keep all his body parts intact.”

Boris didn’t suffer idiots, one of the reasons Reid liked him so much. He’d also trust the man with his life. “Can you think of anyone better though to have my cousin’s back?” Other than Reid, who would ensure he also manned part of the return route in case trouble came knocking. He could use some stress relief and nothing worked better than dishing out violence. “Besides, maybe it’s time we hit back. Showed them we’re onto their game and not about to give in.” Because no way was he explaining to his Aunt Betty-Sue why her one and only son, Travis, got killed or went missing when he could have stopped it.

That woman wielded a mean wooden spoon.
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Chapter Three
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When her boss told her she would be traveling to a remote part of Alaska, Tammy had no problem imagining a small rustic town, something picturesque with log cabins, big pine trees, a quaint general store, and a big moose wandering through town. Or wait, was she thinking of Canada?

No matter. What she’d not counted on when her plane landed was that the only way to get to Kodiak Point this time of the year—the heart of winter when night pretty much lasted something like twenty hours a day—was by hitching a ride.

Forget renting a car and driving. Not only was she refused by the agencies she queried, but some outright laughed.

“No way you’re making it there alone. You’re talking about the northern wilds. We don’t let tourists drive up there by themselves. Not unless you don’t mind your body being found when shit thaws in the spring.”

Not exactly the most encouraging thing she’d ever heard. However, the insurance company she worked for insisted on sending her out in the field. Three separate claims involving trucks and entire trailers full of goods missing, and signs of foul play against the drivers, meant someone needed to investigate the business profiting from the so-called incidents, especially when her agency’s attempts to question were stonewalled by the owner of the company, whose answer for everything was a vague, “Read the state trooper report.”

She’d read the bare-bones report. What a joke. No suspects. No clues. No evidence other than bloodstains and three tractor trailers vanished into seemingly thin air. Accidents happened, especially in harsh conditions. Could they have slid off the road and sunk under some ice? Gotten lost in a whiteout? Gotten beamed up by aliens?

Sure. It was possible. But three in less than a month? All traveling to and from the same town? All for the same company? Add in the fact that they vanished into seemingly thin air. That smelled like fraud.

So there she was at the airport, arguing with the car rental place that point-blank refused, but snidely suggested she look into catching a ride on a dog sled.

Not happening. Nor was she clinging to some stranger on the back of a snowmobile. A resourceful employee, Tammy had a better idea.

Bright and early the following morning, Tammy stood in the loading dock area at the warehouse where Kodiak Point got its grocery supplies. She leaned against a blue big rig wearing her brand-new, red parka and knee-high moon boots, new because it seemed an Alaskan winter was on a whole different level from the winters she was accustomed to. Cozy in her new gear, she held her post until a tall fellow appeared, the exterior lights of the truck yard illuminating his approach. Eight a.m. and still no dawn. Ugh. She wasn’t sure how Alaskan residents handled all this infernal darkness.

The guy stopped in front of her. He grinned, a toothpaste-white smile as he said, “Good morning. Can I help you?” Given his handsome looks, which comprised a square jaw and dirty blond hair with a hank that kept falling over his eyes, she could just imagine the ladies loved him. But given he was probably about five or more years younger than her, and a sure skirt chaser, his charm failed to melt her.

“You most certainly can help me. My name is Tamara Roberts, and I’m here on behalf of...” As she launched into her spiel about who she worked for, and why she waited by his truck, the genial smile on the fellow’s face shrank. He let her speak her piece, but when she finished her speech with, “which is why I’ll be catching a ride with you,” he finally interrupted.

“You want me to take you with me?” He didn’t even try to couch his shocked tone.

“Yes.” She’d already elaborated on the reasons why and saw no reason to repeat herself.

“But I’m a transport truck, not a taxi.”

“I understand that. However, there is no other means it seems at the moment of reaching your town or company, other than the obvious. By truck. A truck route, I might add, that I was sent out here to investigate. So unless you have something to hide—”

“Of course not.”

“Then I don’t see the problem. You’re already going to Kodiak Point. I need to get there and observe your business at work. Seems like a win-win situation to me.”

Apparently he didn’t perceive it in the same light. “I need to call my boss.”

“Going to warn him? Maybe call off plans to have this truck mysteriously,” she added finger quotes for emphasis, “disappear.”

“Are you calling me a thief?” His brows soared with incredulity.

She shrugged. “I don’t know yet. That’s what I’m here to find out. But your arguments are making you look pretty suspicious.”

“And I’m beginning to think you’re nuts, lady.”

Familiar words. “Join the crowd. So, what’s it going to be? Are you taking me, or am I calling my boss at head office and letting them know that your company is impeding my investigation?” Please let him agree. She didn’t need him calling her bluff. Her boss had no idea of the troubles she was having, and she preferred it stayed that way lest he think she was complaining. She had her eye on a position opening up that would entail better cases and more money. If she could succeed in proving fraud and preventing a payout, it would earn her some major brownie points.

The guy scrubbed a hand through his hair, making it stand on end. “I guess I’m taking you with me. But I warn you, there’s no pit stops on the way. If you’ve got to pee, then you’re doing it in a cup, and if you’re hungry, you’d better have food. Once we hit the road, we don’t stop until we get there.”

An almost eight hour drive. Double ugh. “Don’t worry about me. I’ve got the bladder of a camel.” 

“And the boss has the temper of a bear,” the young guy mumbled as he wandered away, logbook in hand to perform his circle check on the truck.

Tammy didn’t release her sigh of relief until the guy rounded the corner of the truck, checking things off his list. She’d not been sure her ploy would work. Sure, it seemed like the best plan at the time, but when it came to actually implementing it, she’d harbored some misgivings.

The idea of riding with a stranger admittedly worried her a touch. When she’d told her mother this morning as she packed her toiletries before checking out of the motel, phone tucked between her ear and shoulder, her mother had done her best to plant all kinds of doubt.

“You’re going to be alone with this man for how long in that truck? Are you out of your mind, Tamara Sophie Roberts! God only knows how long since he’s seen a woman.”

“Probably not as long since I’ve been with a man,” she muttered, shoving a pair of brand-new woolly socks into an open crevice. Since her flaming breakup, she’d stayed away from the opposite sex, not out of depression or heartache, but more because she was tired of dealing with the bullshit.

She’d really thought Asshat, her last boyfriend, was the one. Or at least she tolerated him well enough to try and live with him. However, it was as if that closeness was the trigger that turned him from all right boyfriend into douchebag. It didn’t take long once he moved in before the snide remarks about her eating habits began. Then came the hints, which got less and less subtle, about her needing to lose weight and exercise more. But, for the sake of trying to make things work, she’d tolerated his annoying litany—until she caught him cheating.

Speaking of annoying, her mother wasn’t done.

“The situation isn’t funny, Tammy. A young lady shouldn’t travel alone with a stranger. What if he decides to take advantage of you? Or the truck slides off the road? I’ve been watching that ice trucking show with your father. Do you know how dangerous it is?”

“First off, Mom, no one’s taking advantage of me.” Unless she felt like it. “And second, the whole reason I’m out here is to investigate why their trucks are having so many incidents.” Which, on second thought, kind of lent credence to her mom’s argument.

Hmm. Better not dwell on that aspect. She’d have to trust those she investigated wouldn’t sabotage a delivery with her aboard. That was sure to raise even more flags with her insurance company.

And so went that conversation for an irritatingly long half hour. In the end, Tammy prevailed, mostly because she hung up when her mother launched into her theory that the Northern Lights were some kind of nuclear radiation that would affect Tammy’s eggs and mess up her chance to have a baby.

The fact that Tammy needed a man to make the baby wasn’t something her irrational mother bothered to factor in, and if the Northern Lights were indeed some leftover radioactive waste from crashed aliens, then Tammy could only hope she’d end up with some cool superpower, like one to spot assholes and run the other way.

The driver came back into view, still ticking away at his checklist, and having gotten her way, Tammy decided it was time to play nice. 

“So you know who I am, but you’ve yet to give me your name.”

Actually, she knew who he was, Travis Huntley, cousin to the owner of Beark Enterprises. Knowing he was related in some fashion to the owner, and main suspect, was, in a sense, a relief. What were the chances they’d sabotage a truck with a family member aboard?

“I’m Travis.” 

“Sorry if we got off on the wrong foot, Travis.”

He chuckled. “You just took me by surprise. If you’re that determined to get to Kodiak Point, then I’ll take you. But once you get there, you’re on your own with my boss.”

“Your boss being Reid Carver?”

“That’s right. And he doesn’t like surprises.”

“You know him well then?”

“I sure do considering he’s my cousin, which is why I’m warning you right now, he’s not going to like the fact you didn’t give him notice you were coming.”

“Does your cousin have something to hide?”

If she hadn’t been watching his face, she might have missed it—a guarded look, there one second, gone the next. He hid the fleeting glimpse with a bright smile, showing off impressive canines. “Reid, hiding something? Nope. He’s exactly what he appears to be. A big ol’ bear with a loud roar and I’m-the-alpha attitude.” For some reason, Travis seemed to find his words amusing, or so she judged by his smirk as he finished his routine check of the truck.

Having read up on the whole trucking thing on her flight over—a flight made longer by the lack of decent food—she understood it was mandatory that all drivers perform a visual inspection of their vehicle every time they left on a run. Lights, tires, hydraulics, even the oil levels and other fluids, as well as any scratches or dents, were supposed to be reported in their log. All part of reducing the number of accidents and ensuring fleets were maintained and not posing a safety hazard to not only the drivers but also others sharing the road.

Checkmark in his favor, he’d done it, but was it his usual practice or something he’d just done because of her presence? She’d have to get her hands on his logbook for a peek later.

“Is that your stuff?” he asked, inclining his head toward her pile of luggage—two suitcases and a satchel purse.

She nodded.

“I’ll toss it in the sleeper.”

“Is that where I’ll be sitting for the trip?”

“Not unless you like to share. Boris is back there sleeping, and he’s not a dude you want to wake up.”

Advice Travis didn’t seem to heed. He’d no sooner seen her seated than he clambered in on his side, then he heaved her luggage through the opening to the back.

“What the fuck?” grumbled a voice. “Are you that determined to die young, cub?”

“Watch your language, Boris. We’ve got a lady on board.”

A grizzled face poked between the dark curtains covering the back. “Since when are the girls you pick up, ‘ladies’?”

Tammy bit her lip as Travis frowned. “Are you implying something?”

“No, I’m outright stating.”

She dove in to his rescue. “I’m not one of Travis’ lady friends. I’m here representing the insurance bureau, investigating the recent spate of accidents your company has been having.”

Her announcement met with a grunt, and Boris fixed Travis with a stare. “Does Reid know?”

Travis shook his head.

“Your funeral.” With a snort, Boris disappeared into the back.

“Pleasant fellow,” she remarked as Travis put the truck into gear.

“Boris? Bah. He’s just a big old moose. I’m actually surprised we got that much out of him. The man thinks grunting is a language. But he’s a good guy, deep down inside. Real deep,” he added in a slightly louder voice.

As if to give credence to Travis’ words, a louder grunt emerged from the back.

Tammy couldn’t help but hear her mother’s words repeat. Not just alone with one man, but two. Please don’t let the newspaper read Too-stupid-to-live insurance investigator’s body was found... Nope. She refused to give in to her mother’s crazy paranoia and trusted her gut, and her gut said she had nothing to fear from these two.

Especially not-talkative Travis, who, despite his initial protest about taking her, now seemed determined to make the best of it. Given his loquacious nature, she thought it prudent to furtively question him about his boss and company.

“So how long have you been working for your cousin?”

“Since high school. The whole town pretty much does. Without the company we’d have no jobs. Even the general store would probably fold without it.”

“Your main export is coal?”

“Coal, some precious metals if the miners come across them. We do have a small fishing fleet, but a lot of that stuff gets sold or traded locally. And we also deal in timber.”

“Your trucks, which transport these goods out, are also the main means of bringing stuff in as well.”

“Yes. Without these regular runs, lots of families would have to travel hours for the basics. Reid came up with a system where we time our distribution drop-offs with pick-ups.”

“Sounds like an efficient businessman, your cousin.”

“He is.”

“What does he think of the trucks that have gone missing?”

“Despite what you might suspect, or how it looks, he’s not behind the disappearances. Reid cares too much about our town and the people to screw them like that.”

“Even you have to admit it’s kind of suspicious. I mean, come on, three trucks?”

Travis’ knuckles turned white where he gripped the wheel. “One was driven by a friend of mine. A missing friend, whose girlfriend is expecting their first child. Trust me when I say, we had nothing to do with this. No one from our town would stoop so low.”

“Then who would?” Tammy realized the oddness of her question, and yet, if these weren’t strokes of bad luck and someone was causing them, then why? Was it a rival company? That would make no sense. Why attack people and deliveries when someone could throw a monkey wrench in the operation by calling the ministry of labor, or the eco nuts? If either found a hint of impropriety, they could shut down operations with a few simple phone calls.

Whatever the real reason, Travis turned uncommunicative, and Tammy pulled out the claim to read it over again. They had a long drive ahead, and she wanted to know everything she could about the case.

Hours later, she was ready to shred the paperwork. Boring and not imparting anything she didn’t already know, all it seemed capable of managing was putting her to sleep, which, given her poor sleep in the motel—Johnny and Susan weren’t quiet in their mutual enthusiasm for each other—might not be a bad idea. The few hours of daylight this part of Alaska got came and went too quickly, leaving them in a pressing darkness she didn’t enjoy at all.

Since Boris didn’t seem inclined to give up his berth, and she wasn’t about to insist, she did her best to make herself comfortable in the front seat and nap. Easier than expected given the never-ending dull vista, lit only by the headlights, which did little more than illuminate the swath of coniferous trees lining the ice- and snow-covered route. Lulled by the engine and shadows, she slept.

The jolt alone wasn’t what woke her, the route had plenty of those, but the slowing down of the truck, which trembled until they came to a standstill, did.

Eyes grainy with sleep, she rubbed her face and around a yawn asked, “Why are we stopped? Are we there yet?” Or was this where her mother’s prediction came true and Travis turned into a wild mountain man determined to have his way with her while Boris grunted on the sidelines, waiting his turn.

“We seem to have a flat tire,” Travis announced.

“From what?” she muttered. An icicle? But given their location—the middle of nowhere—the better question was, “How do you fix it?”

“Not easily. If you’ll excuse me, I’m going to call it in.”

Without even zipping up his coat, Travis hopped out of the truck, the sudden swirling chill of the outdoors whipping through the cab and making her shiver. Its briskness also stole the question on the tip of her tongue. Why is he going out there to call? Odd, because he had a perfectly good CB system in the cab, where it was warm and illuminated. And yes, not so scary.

She couldn’t stop a shiver, whether from cold or the dark unknown outside the windows. Tammy zipped up the parka she’d not entirely removed, her driver apparently preferring a cool cab to a toasty heated one. The downy softness did not dispel the chill of foreboding, however.

How long would it take for a tow truck to show up and help change the tire? Should she call her mom on her satellite phone—and listen to her ‘I told you so’? Should she panic because of the ululation of wolves that started outside, an eerie sound that raised every hair on her body? Suddenly the reports of blood found made a lot more sense. If the drivers got dumped from their trucks, how long would they last without shelter or a weapon? Gulp. Welcome to the great outdoors.

Of more concern, where the hell was Travis? He’d jumped out of the truck to make his call, but peering out of the windows, snow and shadows made visibility impossible. She couldn’t spot him. “This is not happening,” she muttered, especially considering she was weaponless. Given the tighter rules since 9/11, she’d not even tried to bring her registered gun with her on the flight. She’d figured she could always pick one up somewhere once she arrived. She would have, if she’d had time. Time I should have made, she thought with a shiver as the howls seemed to get closer.

Either the approaching wildlife or their lack of motion roused the man in the back. Boris poked a grizzled head from the gap in the curtains. “What’s happening? Why are we stopped?”

“Flat tire.”

“Where’s Travis?”

“Outside somewhere. Which might not be a good place for him.” She pointed to the yellow eyes emerging from the gloom. Wolves. Quite a few of them, and look, she finally got an answer as to where Travis was. In the glow of the truck’s headlights, Travis appeared, tucking his phone into his pocket, and while his lips moved, she couldn’t tell what he said.

Boris cursed under his breath. “I should go help.”

“Help? Are you out of your mind? For that matter, is Travis out of his? We are safer staying in this truck. Wolves or not, they can’t open doors or chew through metal. If we stay in the cab, we’ll remain safe.”

“Good plan. You stay in the truck.” Boris wedged his massive shoulders sideways in an attempt to squeeze into the front.

She would have asked Boris where he thought he was going and what exactly he thought he could do, but a more disturbing thing was happening. She leaned forward. “Why is Travis taking off his coat? And his boots. Is he seriously stripping?” Her voice grew more and more shrill as the situation went from weird to extremely disturbing.

“See, this is why I won’t ever get married. Women! Always asking questions,” grumbled Boris. He pulled back behind the curtain, and she heard him rummaging.

“What are you doing?” she asked.

“What needs to be done. Sleep, little human.”

Sleep? Was this man as lunatic as his partner? A prick on the side of her neck saw that thought and all others sliding away as she slumped into darkness.
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Chapter Four
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It just so happened, according to satellite co-ordinates, that Reid was close by when the call from Travis arrived. He’d not meant to head out so far, but his gut—and his bear—insisted he ride parallel to the route his next delivery would arrive from. If there was one thing Reid had learned when he served overseas, it was to listen to his instincts. If they screamed he would probably be needed, then he heeded the warning.

“What is it, Trav?”

“Boss, we’ve got a problem. A couple actually. The most pressing is I got a flat tire.”

“From what?”

“Nothing I could see.”

“So, in other words, you don’t know if it’s intentional or not.”

“Nope. But I’m gonna need help.”

“With the tire? You know how to change a tire. You’ve got Boris to give you a hand.” Between the two of them, they had enough muscle to handle it.

“The flat is not the problem nor are the wolves.”

Reid straightened his spine. “Wolves? Shifters or wild ones?”

“Given their tiny size, I’d say wild ones, but they look hungry.”

They always were this time of the year. “So take care of them.”

“I plan to. It’s the human I’m not sure what to do with.”

Those words caused Reid to practically fall off his snowmobile as he barked, “Human? What fucking human, and what the hell is he doing in your truck?”

“First off, he is a she, and she didn’t give me much of a choice when she showed up this morning in the truck yard.”

As Travis quickly relayed who she was and why she rode with him, Reid’s irritation swelled. He’d expected some kind of insurance investigator to show up at one point, a human he had no way of diverting. Damn his insurance company. But he’d at least expected some kind of warning. Getting ambushed like this didn’t sit well with him at all.

Unfortunately, while he could control who moved into the town he ruled, he couldn’t control outside forces, and the need for insurance to run a business was one of them. Usually Reid would have swallowed the cost of a lost truck and not reported it, but with three missing, and foul play suspected against the drivers? Three was too many even for him to hide. Not to mention he couldn’t quite absorb or eliminate it from the ledgers cost-wise, not without drawing even more unwanted attention. The IRS gave no one any quarter.

Reid had to make a snap decision. “Forget what I said before. Don’t do anything. We can’t risk this broad suspecting what you are. I’ll send a team to help with the tire.”

“What about the wolves?”

“Ignore them. They should scatter when the others arrive on their sleds.” Reid included himself among that number. Sometimes just the scent of his bestial side was enough to send unenlightened creatures running. True shifters on the other hand? They always knew to run when he showed up sporting a scowl.

“Ignore the wolves? Yeah, I don’t think that’s an option.”

“Travis!” Reid growled his cousin’s name. “There is a human watching. Get in the truck and play cool.”

“Ah, come on, cuz. That’s no fun.”

“No fun is letting the girl know what we are.”

“No, no fun is letting her get eaten.” Travis’ tone turned from mocking to serious. “Remember what I said about the wolves not being shifters?”

“Yeah.”

“Well, apparently I spoke too soon. Their alpha just showed up, and he’s definitely not run-of-the-mill. Gotta go.”

Before Reid could yell at him, the phone went dead, and Reid almost sent it flying off into the woods. But he reined in his temper. He needed the co-ordinates of Travis’ location. Punching them into the GPS of his snowmobile, it showed him less than four miles from his cousin.

Only minutes at top speed on his sled. Minutes that could cost Travis his life—and impact Reid’s.

His Aunt Betty-Sue would skin him if her boy didn’t make it back to town in one piece.

Throttle open all the way, and his RPM in the flashy red, Reid sped to the rescue. The rumble of his engine hid the sound of battle as he approached the area, but he saw the headlights of the truck long before that. Ditching his machine, Reid stripped quickly, his clothing specially made to allow for a rapid shed. Only dumb shifters with money to burn ripped through their wardrobe.

Bones cracked and reformed as Reid took off running. He hit the ground on four paws, claws digging into the icy surface for purchase, his shivering human skin disappearing under a layer of thick, brown fur. When he opened his mouth, now full of sharp teeth, his roar echoed and declared to all that he’d arrived, a fact he didn’t give the wolves time to digest before he bowled into them, massive paws slashing.

In the heat of battle it was difficult to really perceive individual events. Everything happened in a blur of sound, motion, and snatched glimpses. Reid took in the action in snapshot glances. There was a grizzly, his cousin, with a wolf hanging off his side, its teeth clamped while Travis held another in a hug, their snapping jaws fighting for the killing blow.

Furry, snarling shapes lunged and dove. Some of them thought to gang up on Reid, but it would take more than a few mangy gray wolves to worry him. If this had been a pack of true werewolves though, then he would have really had a good time. Wild and puny, normal ones, though? Piece of decadent maple pie.

Reid tore into them, the coppery taste of blood warm on his tongue. While he might have balked in his human shape at the flavor, his beast reveled in it. He ruled these parts. He protected his clan. And these scurvy curs would feel his wrath.

His breath puffed out, a white steam from his nostrils, as he waded into battle, determined to teach them all a lesson, a fatal one. At the edge of his vision, he caught a glimpse of antlers. Boris, his massive moose frame trampling the wolves nagging his hocks while he tossed his head, his wide rack of antlers banging about the large wolf snarling at him.

Aha, the leader.

Ignoring those still snapping for his attention, Reid lumbered toward Boris and the shifter who was obviously in charge of this attack. He bellowed a challenge, expecting the alpha wolf to meet him. After all, the bastard had the balls to attack his truck and his people. If a run for leadership of his clan was what he wanted, then Reid would oblige. But the yellow-bellied coward didn’t turn to face him. With a sharp yip, the large wolf turned tail and ran.

What the fuck?

Reid almost chased after. His Kodiak certainly wanted to, but common sense prevailed. Travis, barely more than a cub really, let adrenaline dictate his actions and would have raced after the shifter, but Boris stepped in his path and grunted. Funny how, whether man or beast, he sounded pretty much the same.

When Travis moved to get around the towering moose, Boris shifted to block him again. As the ululations of the fleeing wolves faded, Travis swapped to his human form and yelled, “What the fuck? Why aren’t we chasing these bastards?”

Taking his human shape in the cold was something even a big ol’ bear like Reid never quite got used to. Human skin, even that of a shifter, wasn’t meant for the harsh winter climate, not without a few thermal layers. He didn’t reply to Travis’ tirade but directed his question to Boris. “The human female, where is she?”

Boris, who’d also shifted and stretched his massive shape, marked in knotted scars, replied, “Sleeping. I tranquilized her before the fight began. She didn’t see anything.”

At least Boris showed good sense. All of Reid’s trucks had tranquilizer darts, a just-in-case that served them better than guns and bullets, especially when they needed to capture someone and question them, or if a shifter got drunk in town and needed some sedating. Alcohol didn’t just loosen inhibitions and tongues. It sometimes gave rise to the beast within.

The cold did its best to steal his heat as he strode back to his snowmobile and his pile of clothes. Making sure he’d wiped most of the blood off his skin first, he then calmly dressed while Travis, still yelling, finally gave in to the climate and put back on his own garments.

Straddling his sled, Reid gave it a bit of gas and brought it alongside the truck. He let it idle as he regarded his cousin, who huffed and puffed, still irritated but quiet at last.

“Are you done having a temper tantrum?” Reid asked in a low tone.

Travis opened his mouth—must have seen something on Reid’s face—and shut it in favor of nodding his head.

“Good. First off. If you ever disobey a direct order from me again, family or not, I’m going to beat your ass until you can’t fucking sit for a week. I told you to get in the goddamned truck and wait for me.”

“We were under attack.”

“And you jumped in, without waiting for backup and without thinking. What if there’d been guys with guns in the woods? Or more shifters?”

“There wasn’t, and I had Boris with me.”

“Not the point, there could have been. And what about the human?”

“She’s sleeping.”

“Did you know that before you stripped down and went grizzly?”

His sheepish expression and hanging head said it all.

“Stupid. Unbelievably stupid.”

The boy didn’t know when to quit while he was still in one piece. His sullen expression took on an angry edge as he retorted, “So what was I supposed to do? Lock the doors and pretend they weren’t there?”

“Yes. That would have worked. Maybe screamed and freaked out a little with the human girl. It’s what a normal person does. Instead, you were stupid, and we had to take desperate measures.” Well, not so much desperate as difficult to explain. Now Reid would have to think of a lie to feed the woman when she woke up.

“As stupid as letting them get away? Why the hell didn’t you let me chase them down?” Travis still wouldn’t admit he was wrong. Young fool.

Reid’s brows arched. “Do you really have to ask why? Let me see. Waddle off in the dark after a werewolf and his pack, who, for all you know, was part of a larger group. Leave the truck, the trailer, not to mention a human unguarded, again without knowing if there was another larger group waiting in the shadows. And, oh, the most obvious reason, because you wouldn’t have caught them. You might be fast on four feet, cousin, but you’re not that fast.”

With each verbal strike from Reid, Travis’ mutinous expression sobered, and it was a very meek grizzly who said, “Sorry, Reid. I didn’t think of any of that.”

“Of course you didn’t,” Boris announced with a slap on the boy’s back that almost sent him flying. “That’s why Reid here’s the leader of our clan and not any of us pea-brained minions.”

Reid snorted. “Minion? Really?”

“Should I have gone with henchmen instead?” asked the normally taciturn man, surprising him with his question. Someone was in a good mood, probably because he’d gotten to fight. Boris’ sly grin almost drew one from Reid.

“How about we don’t call the folk I’m trying to lead anything.” Except pains in his ass when they wouldn’t listen.

“I’m going to get the tools to change the tire.”

“I’ll help,” Travis volunteered.

“I guess I should check on the human,” Reid added with a grimace. At least Boris had the good sense to put her to sleep, although how he’d explain away her sudden slumber he didn’t have a clue.

The passenger side door wasn’t locked and when Reid opened it, he managed to get his arms up just in time to catch the woman who tumbled out. At least he assumed there was a woman somewhere within the thick red parka. Hard to tell with all the padding in the way.

A vanilla scent tickled his nose, a womanly smell that perked his inner bear’s interest. It gave a happy rumble, but Reid didn’t pay him much mind, given he also made the same sound when his grandmother made her famous pot roast with thick, pan gravy. Still ... he’d never had his bear think a human smelled delicious before. No eating people. The first rule a shifter learned, right after don’t lick the electrical outlet.

As Reid held her limp frame with one arm, curiosity had him pushing back the curly hair covering her face with his gloved fingers. Human or not, she was cute, just not what the media would call gorgeous. She did, however, appeal to him with her faint freckles splashed across the bridge of her nose. He even liked her snub nose, rounded cheeks, and tiny rosebud of a mouth. She possessed smooth skin and thick lashes, which brushed her pale cheeks as she slept, making him wonder what color her eyes were.

Hefting her into his arms, he noted she was a woman with a bit of weight to her, some meat on her bones—which the bear in him heartily approved of. A man his size didn’t find scrawny waifs appealing. A full handful and something to bury himself into was more to his taste.

But speaking of appealing, why the hell was he appraising her this way? The human was here to investigate him and his company. She was not dating material. Not even close, even if his bear liked the smell of her.

Carrying her around the side of the truck, he caught Travis and Boris spreading out the needed tools to get the vehicle moving again. In the distance, he could hear the hum of approaching snowmobiles. Reinforcements arrived, and no, he wasn’t guessing. He’d recognized the distinct “Yahoo!” Brody hollered as a greeting.

“The boys are arriving, which means I’m leaving.”

“You taking her with you?” Boris asked.

Peering down into her face, Reid couldn’t have said what prompted him to say, “Yes. The sooner I get her to Kodiak Point, the safer she’ll be.”

If Boris and Travis saw the illogic in his statement, they didn’t voice it aloud. A good thing too because Reid would have been hard-pressed to explain how he, alone on a snowmobile, toting an unconscious human, just over two hours out from town, with who knew what in his way, was safer than having her finish the ride in the truck with a crew of his men.

His decision didn’t make sense on the surface, but that didn’t stop him from grabbing a bungee cord from the tool kit, strapping her to his chest, face tucked into him, legs straddling his, and heading for home on his sled.

And once there, he really couldn’t have explained why instead of bringing her to the mini motel in town, he brought her to his house. Not his bed, mind you, but given he gave her the room right across the hall, not far.

He did draw the line at stripping her out of her clothes. More because his grandmother, who lived with him, shooed him from the room, stating, “Get out, you mangy furball, while I make her comfortable.”

“Why can’t I help you?”

Lips set in a tight line, his grandmother huffed, “Because it’s not proper.”

Given his thoughts when he saw her peeled from her bulky jacket to reveal a very womanly shape, Reid could only agree. Despite her humanity and general unsuitableness, the ideas running through his head weren’t decent at all.

But really, did his grandmother have to shove him out the door and then slam it shut?
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Chapter Five
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Waking in a strange bed, Tammy stretched and didn’t panic until she remembered her last moments before sleep.

Wolves!

Panic infused, she scrambled to a sitting position. The fog in her mind cleared fast, and she quickly noted that not only were there no wolves in sight, but that she seemed whole of body—although her mind remained debatable. One odd thing though was she wore only her T-shirt and long johns.

Someone stripped her!

Someone brought her here, although where here was she didn’t have a clue.

And someone drugged her.

Um, yeah, that last part kind of trumped all the rest.

Placing her bare feet on a rug beside the bed, she took a better look around. I am in a bedroom. A brilliant observation given the double bed with brass head rail, wooden night stand, straight-back chair draped with her missing clothes, and a tall wooden dresser, which had a kerosene lantern sitting atop it and a carved figurine of a bear standing on its hind paws, snarling. The walls were timber, not plaster, smooth wood logs with the cracks in between filled. If she were to guess, she was in someone’s home, but whose?

The first door she opened led to a closet with only empty hangars. The next door she tried to a washroom. Locking it behind her, she made use of the toilet and then the sink to splash water on her face. Only as she patted her skin dry did she take a peek at her reflection. Freckles, messy hair, and perky nose; check. No sign of attack.

She took stock of her other body parts, running hands over her frame, noting that she was still wearing the same bra, panties, and sexy long johns she’d picked up in the men’s section at Walmart. It relieved her to note no evidence of soreness in any of her girly places. 

It didn’t seem she’d suffered any kind of assault. So what happened? She knew her sleep wasn’t a natural one, but why exactly had Boris—had to be since she distinctly remembered Travis outside the truck stripping, which was a whole other weirdness—drugged her? Was he part of the truck sabotage, trailer-stealing ring?

A ton of questions, and yet none would get answered while she stared at her reflection. Exiting the bathroom, she ensured the door to the bedroom was locked before she stripped out of her long johns and other garments to put on fresh ones.

Then, sucking in a deep breath to calm her frazzled nerves, she went looking for answers—and her phone, which wasn’t in any of the piles in the room. Then again, neither was her coat, boots, or purse.

Once again, she really wished she’d spent a day arming herself. That’s the last time I leave home without a gun.

The door opened soundlessly, the hinges not making the slightest squeak, and she eased out into a shadowy hall lit only by the glow of light coming up some stairs. Her feet, clad in socks, didn’t make a sound on the carpeted floor as she inched along, practically holding her breath, her ears straining to hear.

So when a low voice from behind her, said, “Going somewhere?” was it any wonder she screamed and did what any self-respecting city girl would do? She spun and swung.

Her closed fist hit a brick wall.

Ouch!

With a yelp, she drew her hand back and then stared at the chest she’d tried to smoke, less chest and more like impenetrable barrier. And a wide one at that.

Glancing upward, then up, up, and holy fuck, up some more, she caught the less-than-amused expression on the giant’s face.

Way to go. Piss off the big, scary dude. “Um, hi?” she offered tentatively.

“If that’s how you say hello to strangers, I’d hate to see how you say goodbye. Is it a city thing to hit your hosts?” he asked, his sarcasm evident.

“Only when the hosts have a nasty habit of sneaking up on women and scaring the pants off them,” she retorted.

“Seeing as how you’re still wearing your pants, and I was hardly sneaking, I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

His size, not to mention his attitude—bristly with a side of arrogant—threw her off kilter. Not enjoying the lack of control, and heart still pounding from fright, she went on the attack. “Who are you, and where am I?” she asked. 

“I’m Reid Carver, and you’re in my house.”

The name rang a bell—a warning one. “You’re the owner of Beark Enterprises, aren’t you?”

He nodded.

“I’m here to investigate you.” Nothing like putting it out there bluntly to see if she could catch him off guard.

It didn’t work. His lips, which she now couldn’t help but note were full and tempting, curled into an amused grin that went well with his square jaw and rugged features. Not exactly a cover-model man, but handsome, too handsome if you liked a man with a rough, slightly untamed look—who also happened to tower over her.

It wasn’t often Tammy met a man who made her feel petite. Or who could heat her cheeks just by perusing her from the tips of her wooly socks to the top of her mop of curls.

“Do you mind not staring at me?” she asked as she crossed her arms over her chest.

“Why not? You’ve already stated your intent to investigate. It seems only fair I get to do the same.”

“But I’m not the one possibly concealing something.” Other than a penchant for chocolate bars and ice cream.

He held out his hands and spun for her. “By all means, inspect me. I’ve got nothing to hide.” 

Nothing except what she judged to be an excess of muscle. His plaid shirt stretched across ungodly wide shoulders while well-worn jeans hugged thick, corded thighs. If her mission involved finding a hot body, she’d succeeded, but she wasn’t here on pleasure.

“What happened to the truck I was traveling in? Where’s Travis and Boris? Why was I drugged? What happened to me while I was asleep? Why am I here? Where is here, and don’t tell me your house again. Where’s my phone? What—”

Under her barrage of questions, he held up a hand. “Slow down, woman.”

“Woman?” A single brow of hers arched. “My name is Tamara Roberts, and I’m here on behalf of—”

He interrupted. “I know who you are and why you’re here. To investigate me. And I understand you have questions, but could we conduct them one at a time, perhaps somewhere a little more comfortable than my upstairs hall?”

“I’m not going anywhere with you until I get my phone and put a call in to my office to let them know I’ve arrived.” And who I’m with in case they need a place to look for my body when I go missing.

“I don’t know where your phone is. Probably wherever my grandmother stashed your coat and stuff.”

Excuses. Didn’t that just figure? Before she could accuse him of anything, he pulled a phone out of his pocket and handed it to her. “Use mine.”

Snatching it, she stowed her curiosity over the man who lived with his grandmother and immediately dialed her mother’s number. She ignored him as she scampered down the steps, trying to put some distance between her and the giant. It didn’t work too well, given she swore she could feel his eyes boring into her back, but at least he didn’t attempt to stop her.

Her mother answered with a bright, “Hello.”

“Mom, it’s me.”

“Tammy. It’s about time you called.” Her mother’s relief was evident. “Whose phone are you calling from? Your information is showing as private caller.”

“I just wanted to let you know I arrived safely,” more or less, “and am currently at the house of Reid Carver.”

“Isn’t he the man you’re investigating?”

“Not him, his company. Listen, I don’t have time to talk right now.” Nor the time to listen to her mother’s tirade, especially if she heard about the wolves and everything else. “I just wanted to let you know I’m safe and I’ll call you later.”

“But—”

“Love you, Mom, bye.”

She disconnected the call and whirled in the foyer, only to squeak as, once again, the behemoth managed to creep up on her.

“Would you stop doing that?”

“Doing what?” he asked with a smirk.

She eyed him suspiciously. He tried to look innocent, but failed. No one his size could hope to look anything but menacing, unless he was looking really menacing. “Oh never mind. We’re out of the hall. Mind answering some questions now?”

“Not quite. We’ve just exchanged the upstairs hall for the main floor version. Follow me and we’ll go somewhere there are actual stools and chairs. Or would you prefer to keep me standing as you harangue me with questions? Perhaps you want me to fetch you a bright light?”

Smartass. “I wouldn’t call wanting answers haranguing,” she grumbled as she followed his broad back through an archway into a massive kitchen lit by a multitude of recessed ceiling lights.

Holy culinary temple. For someone like Tammy, who had a healthy appetite and enjoyed the preparation of food as much as eating it, she practically drooled over the dreamy kitchen.

Cabinetry in a clear pine went floor to ceiling in a u-shape, with only the massive stainless steel stove—with more burners than the fire code surely allowed—and a fridge that was possibly larger than her walk-in closet at home—breaking up the huge amount of storage. A picture window over the sink reflected her gaping image back, and she snapped her mouth shut.

Given the luxury of the kitchen, the man was obviously loaded, and while his file didn’t mention a significant other, that didn’t mean he didn’t cook or have someone who cooked for him. Let’s not forget, his business insurance just asks for his marital status. He could quite easily have a girlfriend and a half-dozen kids for all I know. Although, if he did, she hoped their heads at least took after the mother. The thought of birthing one of his mutant and surely large progeny was enough to make any girl think twice about getting serious with him.

“Have a seat while I fix us something to eat,” he offered, gesturing to a stool in front of the massive island topped in gray granite swirled with green.

Perching herself, she eyed him as he opened the massive two-door fridge and pulled out an array of containers and condiments. So he wasn’t completely useless in the kitchen, good to know but not the most important thing right now despite her grumbling belly.

“Are you trying to stall me?” she asked.

Reid paused from his tomato slicing to fix her with a stare. “No. I’m hungry, and I’m betting you are too. It was a long trip. Feel free to grill me while I make us some sandwiches.”

“Let’s start with why your drivers drugged me.” She came out with guns blasting and resisted an urge to cock her finger like a pistol and blow on the tip.

“Ah yes, an unfortunate incident. When Boris saw the wolves, he grabbed the tranquilizer gun we keep in all the trucks. For some reason, it was empty, and he fumbled the dart as he tried to load it. That unfortunate fumble saw you pricked.”

“You’re kidding, right?”

“Why on earth would I joke? You can ask anyone who knows me. I am not given to jesting.”

“Who the hell keeps sleep darts in their trucks?” Other than pervs who couldn’t get a date.

“In case you hadn’t noticed, we live in a bit of an untamed area of the world, one where wild animals still roam far and wide. Given we prefer to preserve wildlife when possible, we have adopted certain methods, humanitarian methods, to problems our drivers might encounter on the road. Putting predators to sleep rather than killing them is a prime example.”

“So what, he was going to zap all the wolves on the road?” She couldn’t hide her incredulity.

Reid shrugged as he shredded some lettuce. “I don’t see why you find that so incredible. And remember, Boris never actually saw how many there were. Hearing of the wolf situation, Boris meant to do well, but he’d just woken up and, still in a groggy state of mind, had a clumsy moment.”

The man didn’t deign to look at her as he calmly explained her drugging. Nope, cool as a cucumber, he sawed through a thick loaf of bread, so fresh still that the crust crackled and the most heavenly smell wafted forth, making Tammy’s mouth water. Talk about not fighting fair. 

“Let’s say for a moment I believe your cockamamie story. How the heck do you explain Travis going to confront the wolves and stripping on the way?”

“Are you sure that
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