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A Little Taste…


S
ara was
in way over her head.

Everett stood in front of her, tall and lean, his t-shirt still damp with sweat and clinging to his body, outlining his muscular frame. He was waiting for an answer. Looking at him, how could she say anything but yes?

Sara had always been proud of her independence. She didn’t need other people to feel complete, especially not a man. But stuck in a strange town, wouldn’t it have been foolish to turn down his helpful offer due to pride?

Who was she kidding, the decision had been made as soon as the question left Everett’s full, sensual lips.

“That would be great,” she finally said with a smile, feeling butterflies in the pit of her stomach.

“Let me just get changed real quick and then we can go,” Everett said, gesturing to his oil-stained jeans.

“Umm, not to be rude, but don’t you have work to do?” Sara asked, looking around the shop and specifically gazing at her trusty truck.

“Perks of being the owner,” Everett said with a sly smile.
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One



Sara


“
C
ome on
, you rustbucket,” Sara grumbled under her breath.

The highway stretched before Sara, empty and seemingly unending. She was close to her destination – the sleepy town of Sweetwater – and traffic had grown sparse long ago. Sara rolled down the window, the sweet summer air playing in her hair. The stereo filled the cabin with old-school guitar riffs. Sara drummed her fingers on the steering wheel, following the beat.

The truck had been acting up since she left the last rest stop, gurgling and screeching every time she switched gears. If it gave up on her, she would be stranded in the middle of nowhere, Wyoming. In these areas, cell service was spotty at best.

That’s the last thing I need,
she thought glumly, eyeing the blinking gearbox light.

Plus, the goods were supposed to be handed over that day. Sara had a near perfect record of being on time with her deliveries, which was something she was quite proud of. She didn’t plan on breaking that pattern now.

Fortunately, it wasn’t long before a roadside sign welcomed Sara to
Sunny
Sweetwater, 300 days of sunshine per year!
Sara chuckled. She loved these kinds of little towns with their humble claims to fame. The road was often a lonely place, but Sara didn’t mind. She enjoyed being constantly on the move, even though it left little time for any meaningful human connections. To Sara, it meant she didn’t have to answer to anyone but herself. Little joys like silly Podunk towns just added to the flavor.

Even though her permanent residence was set up in the bustling city of Chicago, Sara much preferred the close-knit rural communities she so often passed through. Seeing how rarely Sara was at her apartment, calling Chicago home was a bit of a stretch anyway.

The highway is my home
, she thought wryly, this being one of the days she was feeling especially poetic.

It’s not that Sara didn’t want to have friends or even a family someday. It was just that people had tried to shove her into boxes of what they thought she should be like for most her life. She had trouble bonding with most other women due to a lack of common interests. Men either found her not feminine enough or started treating her like one of the guys.

In either case, she was used to feeling like an outsider.

Sara sighed as she pulled into town.

Looking at her GPS, Sara drove to the outskirts of town. The roads narrowed, but for a trucker as experienced as Sara, it was only a slight inconvenience. She maneuvered the lumbering machine with practiced precision, until she came up on a small farmhouse.

This must be it
, she thought, looking at the coordinates.

Sara opened the glove box, getting out the necessary documents. She squinted at the recipient’s contact information.

Clearpond? That’s an interesting name
, she thought.

Probably hearing the truck rumble to a stop, a man appeared from the house and started walking towards Sara, a cowboy hat concealing his eyes from the sun. Sara hopped out of the truck and extended a hand to the man. He eyed it before shaking it.

“Hello, little lady. You got something for me?” the man said with a smirk, after having taken off his hat.

“Depends. You Keith Clearpond?” Sara asked with a raised brow. She was used to customers calling her pet names and trying to flirt. Not much bothered or shocked her anymore.

“Sure am,” Keith said, thumbing the belt loops of his blue jeans.

“In that case,” Sara said, handing him a delivery form. “Sign this.”

Sara considered the man before her. He was of average height, with dirty blond hair and a bright smile. He was also fit and tan – benefits of working outdoors. Most women would probably have described him as classically handsome, but for whatever reason, Sara was unaffected. After a bit of reflection, she realized she found him too boring to be attractive.

Dimples and high cheekbones were
so
last century, after all.

Keith handed Sara the signed paperwork before letting out a short, piercing whistle. Two other men in matching getups came out from behind the house and started unloading the truck.

Sara knew from the cargo sheet that the boxes were filled with different machine components, mostly agricultural. They must have been quite heavy, but Keith and his friends made quick work of it. Sara stood, leaning on the side of the truck and enjoying the show.

It’s not every day one gets to watch sweaty, muscular cowboys lift heavy boxes,
she mused, though none of them really did it for her past the basic visual appeal.

It had definitely been too long since she had felt a man’s strong hands on her body. Sara cleared her throat when the thought hit her and shook her head.

As the last of the shipment was carried off, Keith came back to shake her hand once more.

“Pleasure doing business with you…” he trailed off, a glint in his eyes.

“Sara, Sara Sawyer,” she offered with a polite smile.

Keith didn’t say anything, just smiled and looked at her.

“Well, have a nice day,” Sara said, breaking the awkward silence and climbing back in her truck.

Keith gave her a wave before walking back towards the house.

Halfway back to Sweetwater, steam started billowing out from under the hood of Sara’s truck.

This can’t be good,
she thought with growing anxiousness.

Right as Sara made it into town limits, the car sputtered and coughed to a stop. She got out and popped the hood, climbing up on the massive bumper. To her dismay, she couldn’t really see anything through what was now dark grey smoke bursting forth in all directions.

Best leave this to the professionals,
Sara thought waving her hands in front of her face, a sinking feeling in her gut.

She dug her phone out of her pocket and googled ‘mechanics in Sweetwater’. One shop popped up that seemed like it would be able to handle big rigs like hers.

Sara dialed the number provided.

“Grimpaw Auto Repair. How can I help you?”
a smooth, deep voice sounded in her ear.

Must be another hot cowboy.

“Hello, my truck broke down. I’m at…” Sara looked around for any street signs or house numbers.

“Well, I don’t really know where I’m at,” she laughed nervously.

“Why don’t you tell me where you came from and where you were headed, it’s a small town, bet I can figure it out,”
the man on the phone said, his smooth drawl flowing over Sara’s senses. She could hear a hint of a smile in his voice.

“I made a delivery to the Clearpond home and then started driving back into town… I can see a gas station but I’m pretty sure it’s closed or abandoned,” Sara said, wiping sweat from her brow, the midday sun beating down on her.

“I know where you are. I’ll have a tow truck come pick you up,” the voice said, growing huskier.

“Okay, thank you,” Sara managed to say before the call ended.

I’ve never been a damsel in distress before,
she thought.
The way that voice sounded, I might have to try it more often.



Two



Everett


E
verett Grimpaw got
in his tow truck, strangely excited. He usually didn’t go out picking up broken down vehicles, but the call he‘d just gotten had made him curious.

The woman in need of his help had delivered something to the Clearponds. This alone caught his attention. If this lady had any information about what the wolf pack was up to, he needed to know.

Can’t trust those mutts further than I can throw them
, he thought, rubbing at the back of his head where a lingering pain of his last run-in with the pack still pulsed.

But there was something else. The sultry voice of the caller stirred something deep and primal in him and his bear growled in anticipation.

Everett arrived at the scene in no time, leaving clouds of dust in his wake. He pulled up in front of the rig, noticing a mess of dark brown hair peeking out from the cabin window as he drove past. The hood was propped open, strands of smoke coloring the wind grey.

The heat was dry and unrelenting. Leaving his air-conditioned car made Everett feel like he had stepped right into an oven. Sweat broke out on his body almost immediately, making his t-shirt cling to his back and chest.

A tall, striking woman climbed out of the broken down truck. Everett’s gaze followed her curves like a roadmap, up her strong, toned legs to her shapely hips and voluptuous chest. Her long hair took on a golden tint in the sunlight, framing a face with strong features and big brown doe eyes. She gave Everett a look that told him she had caught him staring.

“I’m guessing you’re the one that called?” Everett asked, gesturing at the rig.

“Yes, thank you for coming so quickly,” the woman said, closing the distance between them and offering him a handshake. When their skin touched, a jolt of energy went through Everett, making his eyes widen.

She’d sounded like something else on the phone and one look at her confirmed that, but now touching her… Wow.

The woman pulled her hand back a bit too quickly, leading Everett to believe that she’d felt it as well.

“I’m Sara,” she said, sliding her hands into the back pockets of her cut-off jeans.

She had a no-nonsense kind of look to her, but Everett didn’t miss the hint of a blush coloring her cheeks all of a sudden. It looked good on her.

“Nice to meet you Sara, I’m Everett,” Everett said with a smile, studying the woman curiously. She too gave him a quick once-over, before suddenly turning her gaze away.

“Let’s get your friend here into the shop, then,” he proposed, preparing to hook the machine up to his tow truck.

“My friend?” Sara quipped with a slight laugh.

“Oh, come on. My line of work, I meet quite a few truckers. It’s a lonely job. Sometimes, your truck is the only buddy you have,” Everett noted while continuing to work.

Sara seemed to consider it for a moment.

“It
is
the longest relationship I’ve ever had,” she finally said, patting the side of the truck with a wry smile.

Everett laughed.

“Okay, all done. Time to get out of this sun,” Everett said after a while, straightening up and leading the way to his tow truck.

He could feel Sara’s eyes on him as she followed. He opened the passenger door for her, getting another jolt of electricity when Sara brushed him to get in.

Sara let out a sigh when the cool air from the air conditioning swept over her body. Her scent filled the car, warm and sweet. Everett felt the urge to touch her grow, but he resisted.

Get a hold of yourself, man.

“So, you were delivering something to the Clearponds?” he asked, much less subtly than he had originally intended.

“Yeah, do you know them?” Sara queried, fishing a hair tie out of her pocket.

“Sort of. Everyone knows everyone around here,” he said, trying to remain neutral.

The mangy mutts of the Clearpond wolf pack had taken shots at the Grimpaw bears one too many times. Their latest attempt included attacking Everett’s brother Evan, in his own home. It ended much worse for the wolves than for the bear, though.

Sara pulled her thick hair into a bun, revealing a long, slender neck.

How many kisses would it take to reach the top?
Everett caught himself thinking.

“Someone named Keith signed for the shipment,” Sara offered, searching his face for a sign of recognition.

Everett gripped the steering wheel tightly. He and Keith had gone to high school together. He was a bastard then and he was surely a bastard now. Despite his feelings on the matter, Everett managed to conjure up a smile.

“Oh yeah, Keith, sure. What’s he up to nowadays?” he asked, trying to sound friendly and carefree.

“Farming, I guess. I delivered parts for different kinds of farming equipment, along with some fertilizers and other chemicals,” Sara said with a dismissive gesture.

The Clearponds were still trying to hold on to whatever land they had left. Their fields had been having trouble yielding crops for a while due to overcultivation. Now, in desperation, they were throwing money at the problem. This time Everett’s smile was genuine.

“Good for them,” he said, not meaning a single word of it.

E
verett felt disappointed
as he pulled into his shop. The drive over had gone too quickly. He really enjoyed Sara’s company. She was laid-back and easy to talk to – something of a rarity in Everett’s opinion.

Not to mention nice to look at.

Everett rushed to open the door for her, but she was already getting out.

“Contrary to what you have witnessed up to this point, I’m not completely helpless,” Sara quipped, eyes glinting with something Everett couldn’t name but wouldn’t mind seeing more of.

“I think out of the two of us, I might be the helpless one,” Everett said, lips twitching.

Sara avoided his gaze and stared at her feet.

“Do you want to hang around while I see what’s troubling your travel buddy?” Everett asked, trying to change the subject.

Sara looked up at him and nodded, a small smile on her pink lips.

Everett took a look under the hood, finding it as good of a distraction from staring at Sara as he could conjure up. He didn’t like what he saw.

“I’m not gonna lie,” he said, shaking his head. “This is pretty bad. I don’t even have all the parts I would need to fix this. I’m going to have to order them in and that may take a while,” Everett continued, picking up a nearby rag and wiping the oil off his hands.

“You mean I’m stuck here?” Sara asked, incredulous, her expression falling.

“Oh, it’s not such a bad place to be stuck in, is it?” Everett countered.

Sara looked at him closely, eyes narrowing.

“I guess not,” she finally said.

Everett had to admit, he was secretly glad Sara’s truck was in such bad shape. This woman was somehow both an open book and a mystery. It seemed he had been given an opportunity to unravel her.

Or, more like, he was actually
interested
in unraveling that mystery – something that never happened when it came to Everett Grimpaw.

In the last couple of months, Everett had all but given up on the thought of finding that special someone. Seeing how happy his brothers were with their mates had pushed him to get into dating more.

What a joke that was.

His brother Evan had found love through a dating site, so Everett gave that a go. The results could have been described as disastrous. No chemistry, dull conversations, nothing in common – you name it.

Everett tried going the old-fashioned route as well, talking more to the women he ran into around town. It worked for his oldest brother, Ethan, whose mate practically fell into his lap. It only took a couple of extremely awkward exchanges for Everett to abandon that plan, going back to his tried and true silence.

The whole experience left Everett defeated. Shifters had one fated mate, the one who would complete them. Both his brothers had found theirs with such ease, so what was wrong with him?

I’m not ready to settle down, anyway,
he had concluded, finding comfort in the thought.

And now, this gorgeous, interesting woman happened onto his path, only to leave once he fixes her truck. Should he even attempt to get to know her or would it be better to let it go before things have a chance to develop and feelings could possibly get hurt?

Everett’s bear growled, beating down his hesitations.

What kind of a man would he be if he let fear control him? It was time to take a chance.

“I could show you around town, if you’d like. You’ll probably need somewhere to stay, I can recommend a couple of places,” he said, running his hand through his hair nervously.

He didn’t get nervous often.

Scratch that. He
never
got nervous.

Everett practically held his breath as Sara contemplated her answer.
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