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      There’s something very special about Tanner Larsen. He isn’t your ordinary wolf-shifter. He’s more. Believing he’s been cursed by the gods, he’s all but given up on finding his one true mate.

      

      When he catches the sweet strawberry scent of his Fated Female worlds collide and ancient legends are revealed. Tanner discovers that his curse may be the only way to save his mate when a rogue wolf tries to destroy the lovers’ destiny.
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      White. His entire world was white, void of shapes or any resemblance to the earthly plane. All that remained was the pain inflicted by the freezing wind as it lashed against his skin and its arsenal of stinging snow and ice.

      It was relentless.

      But Tanner continued to forge ahead, never giving a single thought to stopping though every step had become a struggle.

      This path was his fate, and it could not be denied.

      The absence of spatial awareness was not frightening, it was useful. He walked ahead, untethered to the natural world. It was just as the mysterious old volva, Dagrun, had told him.

      Dagrun had sought him out years earlier. She was the one who had read the runes carved into the Tree of Life and learned of his fate.

      He remembered how Dagrun had cornered him. Tanner, a heroic warrior, had thought the little old woman to be completely mad. He’d only begun to listen once she’d proved she could read minds. After two long years, she told him, “You have not been born with the majik of the wolf warriors, but you are destined to become one of the most powerful of their kind. You must make a pilgrimage to find death and return to life reborn as something new.”

      His only garment, a wolf’s pelt, wasn’t so much a comfort as it was a reminder of his destiny. He sensed something was wrong. He had never heard one of the wolf warriors or any of the wanderers, describe such a desolate place.

      Tanner knew he’d gone too far.

      Two black shapes fluttered through the colorless space ahead. The wind stopped, and the air cleared enough to reveal a gray sky above a snow-covered wasteland. The circling shapes became clear: a pair of ravens.

      On any other trek, the calming of the blizzard and the sight of birds would have brought a sense of relief, salvation from the wrath of Gods.

      On this journey, it was an omen.

      He knew he had stepped into the world of the Gods. His heart pounded. Two ravens in a place so empty of life could only mean one thing: Odin was nearby.

      “Odin! My Lord! I am Tanner. A great warrior from the place on Earth where the wolves guard the runes.” Tanner heaved his sword high into the air. “I’ve come to take my rightful place with your wolf warriors.”

      A shadow swooped over the snow and a powerful voice boomed from all directions. “Have you read the sagas?”

      “Yes! Bless me with your majik, so I, too, may have the wolf power. It is my fate,” he answered, anxiously scanning his surroundings.

      “Why would you listen to the ramblings of an old witch? The sagas provide you the answers you seek. Why are you here? If you were destined to be one of my wolf warriors you would already have the majik. Go back to your people.”

      Tanner raised his sword even higher. “I have come to die and be reborn. It is my fate!”

      There was only silence.

      Odin was gone.

      Disappointment crashed down. The weight of his failure dropped Tanner to his knees.

      A gentle hand shook his shoulder. “Tanner. Tanner! Wake up. You’re having that dream again.”

      Tanner rolled over and out of the cloudy place between sleep and reality. “Yeah, I know, Mom. It’s getting pretty old. Same story with no ending, not even a to-be-continued.”

      “Maybe someday you’ll get to watch part two. And from the way you were shouting at Odin, let’s hope it’s a happy ending.”
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      Hannah Jones bit the inside of her cheek until she tasted blood, holding back her thoughts on the whole mating process—not to mention the annual convergence she was being forced to attend.

      The annual convergence drove Hannah insane. She always thought the whole thing was nothing more than a bunch of archaic bullshit passed on from one generation to the next. Packs from far and wide gathered with the hopes of finding their one true mate. It was also a time for Alphas and other pack elders to assemble for their annual dick-measuring contest.

      Seriously, there was way too much majik and testosterone in the few square miles that was Crescent Bay when everyone got together.

      Her Aunt Isabelle droned on yet again about the shortcomings of being a single female, driving her to the brink of madness.

      It’s not like she didn’t want to find a mate.

      She did.

      In time. On her own damn schedule, not because someone wanted to force a mate on her.

      She’d been to every single godforsaken annual convergence for her sisters and her brother—and the twenty or cousins she had. Guess what? Her mate wasn’t there. He never had been. And he never would be.

      She was tired of putting herself out there, each and every damn time. Watching all her friends find their mates, hook up, and have pups—while she stood on the sidelines hoping to catch the scent of that special someone who called out to her wolf.

      The idea of doing it all over again made her stomach churn.

      Being the pack spinster sounded so much better than sucking in her gut, squeezing her ass into some Spanx, and feeling like a damn fool. Again.

      Sure, there were some curvy girls in the pack, but they were drop-dead gorgeous. On her best days, Hannah felt like she’d been run over by a bus, twice. And was pretty sure she looked just as bad.

      Fashion was not her thing. Even when she tried to look semi-hot…well, those were the days she walked around with lipstick on her teeth, toilet paper stuck to the back of her shoe, or something equally embarrassing. Her classmates in high school had teased her relentlessly, calling her Hot-Mess Hannah.

      Maybe I can just nod and agree, then skip out of town for a few days. Hannah kicked the idea around in her head. If she could get away with it, she totally would. But with her mom and aunt gossiping like old hens, she knew she didn’t have a snowball’s chance in hell of making an escape.

      It wasn’t like she could call any of her perfect, already-mated sisters for help with the matter. The bitches would bust her in a hot second and she knew it. Besides, there was no fooling her aunt. As the reigning matriarch of the family, her aunt had seen and heard it all. No one pulled a fast one on Aunt Isabelle.

      And for those stupid enough to try, there was hell to pay.

      “Hannah, don’t you think it’s time for you to settle down and find your mate?”

      “Ugh! Here we go again!” she said to her wolf.

      “I’d love to, but I don’t think it’s happening any time soon, Aunt Isabelle. I’ve been to every single wedding and yet I’ve never once caught the scent of someone who even remotely interests me or my wolf.” Hannah plopped down on the overstuffed armchair, watching as her mom and aunt fumbled through some awkward form of non-verbal communication.

      “They’re up to something,” her wolf warned.

      “Ya think?”

      Though the dialog was internal, Hannah let her full snark fly. Her wolf was used to it. She could see her wolf’s eyes roll at the sassy comment.

      Even without the alert from her wolf, warning bells chimed in her head. When those two women had an agenda, someone’s life was about to be turned the fuck upside-down. The way they eyed her up left no question that her life was about to go from borderline boring to all-out bat-shit crazy.

      “So, you’re not opposed to finding a mate, then?” her mom asked, a sly smile on her face.

      Oh, sweet Jesus. Did she have to spell it out for them?

      “Mom, you know I’m not opposed to finding my true mate. I just don’t think it’s in my destiny. I think I’m destined to be the pack spinster, stuck in a never-ending cycle of horrible short-term relationships with total losers.”

      “You know what your problem is?” Isabelle waved a finger at her.

      “No, but I bet you’re about to tell me.”

      “You watch that sass, missy. The problem is you keep going out looking for a fixer-upper. You’re approaching these men and relationships as projects. You can’t fix assholes, baby girl. Move on and find a real man—one who doesn’t come with an airplane full of baggage.”

      “Do men like that actually exist? They sound like mythical creatures, even in our magical world. I’d probably have more luck finding a unicorn or dragon-shifter.”

      Her aunt’s eyes widened, apparently not realizing the sarcastic comment was a joke. “Don’t even joke about unicorn-shifters. Those horns aren’t all they’re cracked up to be. And they hurt like a son-of-a-bitch! As for dragon-shifters, well, I doubt your wolf wants all the fur burned off of her ass when her lover gets the hiccups or sneezes.”

      Hannah’s jaw hit the floor, then snapped shut. “Hold the damn phone. Care to explain how you would know that?”

      Her mom sat down beside her on the arm of the chair, saving Isabelle from the years of teasing that would have ensued had she answered the question. “Of course, men like that exist. You just need to find the one who is meant for you.”

      “I’m tired of looking, Mom. What’s that old saying about finding love when you least expect it? Well, I’d never expected it and still haven’t found it. So, I’m just going to go on with my life and live it the way I want to. If a mate happens along, hey, great. If not, I’m sure I’ll survive. Either way, I’ll be fine.”

      Hannah tuned out the harping old hags and concentrated on remembering every single detail of the dream she’d had the night before.

      In the dream, she’d found herself at her cousin’s annual convergence, and she was in her wolf form. She trotted over to the edge of the forest, only to be met by the largest wolf she had ever seen. She sniffed his muzzle. His enchanting scent intoxicated her. There was no question the wolf standing before her was her Fated Mate. They circled each other once, then again, before trotting off together into the dense patch of trees.

      Anticipation flooded her senses. She couldn’t believe that after all these years, she’d finally found her mate.

      The wolf shifted to human form and held out a hand for her to join him. She shifted, gladly accepting his offer. Sparks fluttered between them the very instant their fingertips met.

      He pulled her into his arms. His hands were everywhere at once, tearing her clothes from her body while he kissed her passionately. Skilled fingers teased her clit, making her legs shake.

      She threw her head back in ecstasy. Moan after encouraging moan escaping from her mouth, she pleaded for more.

      Her mate kissed a path over her ear, his teeth gently grazing her earlobe before moving down to her neck. He slipped two fingers deep inside her, twisting them in and out of her soaked pussy. As her climax hovered just out of reach, she felt his fangs pierce her neck. The combination of being marked as his mate and the hotter-than-hell finger-fuck sent her tumbling over the edge.

      When she finally caught her breath, her mate scooped her up in his strong arms and carried her to a thick patch of grass. Setting her down gently, he stood and tugged his T-shirt over his head, tossing it to the ground.

      She wanted to lick every inch of his rock-hard chest. Then he stepped out of his jeans, and she nearly shouted a thank you to the gods above. She’d been with her fair share of guys who’d had less than impressive equipment. By the looks of it, her mate had what it took to get the job done and then some.

      Hannah imagined her angels singing Hallelujah as she wiped away the drool pooling at the corners of her mouth. She wanted to take a moment to thank the Fates for sending such a fine hunk of a shifter her way.

      One second her mate was standing a few feet away from her, and the next he was between her legs, lapping up her juices. Her head rocked from side to side as every ounce of the pleasure he offered overwhelmed her. Grabbing onto his hair, she screamed for more. He licked her from ass to clit and back again until she was blinded by a mind-shattering orgasm.

      And then her alarm went off, sucking her out of the most amazing dream she’d ever experienced. She’d hit the snooze button repeatedly, but unfortunately, she just couldn’t seem to find her way back to her fantasy lover.

      Pulling herself free of the memory with a deep sigh of disappointment, Hannah rose from the chair and gave her mom and aunt a hug. She needed to get the hell out of there. If one more person rode her ass about finding a mate, she would go fucking ballistic.

      She hoped her mom and aunt would back off on the whole mate thing. She was beyond tired of hearing about it.

      Truth be told, ninety percent of the time the snark in her answers was her way of keeping the sadness out of her voice and the tears from her eyes.

      Of course, she wanted a mate. Her wolf wanted a mate, but they were both so damn tired of having the excitement of a new relationship turn to anger and resentment with each boyfriend who betrayed her.

      The thing Hannah didn’t understand was, why would her mom, her aunt, or anyone in the pack would expect her to stay with a man who wasn’t faithful? If they deserved a faithful mate, so did she.

      It sucked. More than she wanted to admit. Most days it took all the strength she possessed to keep her head up and a smile pasted to her face because she knew most of the pack whispered behind her back that she couldn’t keep a man.

      The thing that hurt the most was knowing how right they were. She couldn’t keep a mate. No matter how hard she tried. It seemed like every relationship that she was in was destined to fail from the moment it had started.

      “That’s because we haven’t found our mate. Once we do, it will be different. You’ll see.” Her wolf tried to cheer her up.

      But it didn’t work. It never did.

      Hanna tried to hold out hope that her wolf was right. That one day, everything would change. They would find their mate and live happily ever after—just like everyone else.
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      Grace Erickson picked up the phone on the third ring. “Hello?”

      “Hi, Grace. It’s Isabelle. How are you?”

      It had been months since Isabelle had spoken to Grace. She hoped her friend wouldn’t be mad at her for not checking in with her sooner. Isabelle had meant to call her so many times over the past few months, the problem was life always seemed to get in the way. Hectic calendars, unexpected schedule changes, and all the standard bullshit one could never escape led to friendships being put on the back burner.

      The thought of Grace losing her mate so suddenly sent waves of sorrow through Isabelle. Though years had passed, she’d always made time to check in on her friend. No matter what. There was no excuse good enough that would take away the guilt Isabelle felt for not calling Grace sooner.

      “Damn it. I should have made time to call her and see how she was doing,” she thought.

      The women had met decades ago at an annual convergence when Isabelle’s sister had fallen hard and fast for Grace’s cousin. They’d hit it off immediately and soon found a quirky friendship that spanned the years.

      “Isabelle, what a surprise. Is everything okay?” It had been ages since Grace had heard from her dear friend.

      “Everything’s fine, darling. It’s been crazy around here, but I suppose that’s par for the course. You’d think I’d be used to it by now. I’m sorry it’s been so long since we talked last. I wanted to see how you were holding up.”

      “Oh, Izz. No worries. I know life gets busy, and that’s usually a good thing. I’m just as guilty as you are for letting so much time slip away before reaching out to you, and I want to apologize to you as well. It’s been pretty exciting around here.”

      “I keep thinking it’s going to slow down as we get older, but I have yet to see it.” Isabelle felt the weight of guilt and sorrow lift from her chest.

      “I know. I keep thinking the same thing, but It’s not happened. In fact, I’m not sure things at Black Paw could get any crazier than they already are, but it’s all for the best.”

      “The good kind of crazy is always welcome. I wanted to ask you if Rafe was still single?”

      “Oh my God! You don’t know?” Grace’s voice squeaked.

      “Know what, dear?” She couldn’t remember the last time she heard Grace so excited about anything.

      “Rafe found his mate over the holidays.”

      “You're kidding!” Isabelle gasped.

      “Seriously, it was so unexpected. The poor girl fled from her sadistic pack and had mistakenly wandered into Black Paw territory. All it took was one scent and Rafe lost it. He marked her right there on the spot in front of the whole pack, while she was still in her human form.”

      “Wow! That’s pretty unheard of. I hope she slugged him a good one after it was all said and done.”

      “I know I would have! He may be my son, but I had to set him straight when it came to the Alpha male shit.”

      “How did that go?” Isabelle asked.

      “It was rough at first. We discovered that his mate had been abused by the former Alpha. But she’s a strong girl. She recovered quickly and has adjusted well to life at Black Paw, which is good. She and Rafe get along great—they couldn’t be happier. In fact, they are expecting! I can’t believe it! I’m finally going to be a grandma,” Grace gushed. She still couldn’t believe how everything had turned out, and she was over the moon at the thought of having a grandbaby to spoil.

      “How wonderful! I’m so excited for you. Let me ask, how about his second-in-command, Lucas? Has he found his mate yet? If I remember right, he was an absolute hottie.”

      “Believe it or not, Lucas is taken as well. We’ve had a rash of matings here at Black Paw over the last few months. I have to ask though…are you looking for a mate for someone specific?”

      “Wow, what an exciting time for your pack! When I woke up this morning, I had the strangest feeling that I would find a mate at Black Paw for my niece, Hannah. You remember her, right?

      “I do. She was always an absolute doll.”

      “Maybe, you can recommend a good wolf who might be in the market for a mate?”

      Grace thought about her friend’s question for a few seconds, trying to decide who would be the best mate for Hannah, . She’d met Isabelle’s niece several times. The girl was absolutely beautiful but had no idea. She was curvy and vivacious, with a smile that could win anyone over. And when she turned on that charm…she was a force to be reckoned with. No single male could deny the allure.

      An idea sprang to mind, and just as suddenly as she pictured the pair together, she knew they were meant to be.

      “I have just the person in mind. He’s an old soul who is sweet and kind, and I think he would be perfect for Hannah. He’s a bit of a wanderer, but I don’t see that as a bad thing. He’ll settle down for his mate. Of this, I have no doubt. It’s been hard for Tanner to watch his friends find their mates and start families. It’s left him feeling kind of like the odd man out.”

      “Can you tell me more about him?” Isabelle asked, her curiosity suddenly piqued.

      “Sure. Tanner’s sort of the one-off. Not in a strange way or anything—he’s been one of Rafe’s top enforcers for years, and one of his most trusted confidants. Tanner inherited the rugged good looks in his family and he’s so thick, you’d think he was a bear-shifter instead of a wolf-shifter. He’s in his late twenties. So, still a baby, but he thinks he’s all grown up.”

      “He sounds very interesting indeed. Is there anything I should know about?”

      Grace twirled a lock of her hair around her finger, thinking about Tanner’s disposition. “He’s very hard-headed, but that’s probably why he’s perfect for Rafe’s go-to crew. Once you crack that hard exterior, though, he’s nothing but a snuggly teddy bear.”

      Isabelle liked what she heard. Tanner sounded exactly like the mate Hannah needed in her life. Now if they could just make it work. “Are his parents still alive?”

      “Oh, yes. And they’re hounding him every day to find a mate and settle down. His mama wants grandbabies in the worst way, and her kids refuse to cooperate. It’s funny, now that I’m a grandma—well, I’m going to be a grandma—it’s like this biological clock not only ticks when we want babies of our own, but it also tells us we need grandbabies in our lives.”

      Isabelle laughed. “Honey, that is so true. I can’t imagine life any other way, but it keeps us on our toes and gives us something to look forward to. Holding your own baby is one thing, but when you get to hold your grandbaby for the first time, that’s a whole new feeling of joy and amazement.”

      “I’ll make sure Tanner is present at the convergence. All you have to do is get Hannah to show up, and we’ll see if the sparks fly.”

      “Sounds like a plan.”

      With their schemes in place, Isabelle and Grace ended their call and went to work doing what they did best: setting things in motion.
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      Tanner Larsen wasn’t your average, everyday wolf-shifter. He had a little bit of special majik all his own, but no one knew it. It was a secret he kept well hidden from the majority of the pack. His family knew, as did a select few of his closest friends. But the others? Nah. It was a secret he didn’t want to get out.

      They wouldn’t take too kindly to knowing that he could hear their every thought, all the time. And he couldn’t blame them.

      Not one bit.

      There was no way in the world he would ever want anyone listening in on his private thoughts or ideas. It was one thing to have an open mind to the pack when he was in wolf form but in human form, he wanted his thoughts to be his own with no intrusions from anyone. The fact that he was the one listening in on everyone else… well, that was too much to handle most days.

      As if his life wasn’t already complicated enough, his parents badgered him daily about finding a mate, settling down, and—last but not least—producing grandbabies. It wasn’t that he was against any of it, but it was really hard—like seriously fucking hard when he could hear exactly what his girlfriend thought—or anyone else for that matter.

      Most days, it was a total fucking drag.

      The majority of shit he heard thanks to his curse made him cringe, at the very least. There’s nothing quite like making out with a girl while she thinks about her ex, or pretends she’s kissing someone else. It was a total turnoff, and he’d had enough of it.

      Tanner found himself standing at a crossroads in his life. Did he keep searching for a mate or did he give up and go it alone?

      More and more he leaned towards going it alone.

      If his past experience with women showed what he had to look forward to in the future… yeah, he’d pass altogether.

      Been there. Done that. Already bought the expensive-ass T-shirt.

      A couple of his friends joked about how great it would be to have his gift. They thought it would be pretty damn awesome to be able to hear exactly what your lady wanted, but in reality, it sucked big furry balls.

      Tanner had learned rather quickly that he really didn’t want to hear a girl’s raw, unfiltered thoughts all the time. It wasn’t a pretty picture, and he’d soon discovered many unfortunate things he had no desire to know about another person.

      The only plus side was that it was better to learn up front that you were on a date with one of Satan’s cast-offs.

      It really did speed the whole dating process along.

      Being able to hear his date’s nasty, evil thoughts turned out to be quite a time-saver. There was no way he’d waste time on a second or third date thinking a girl was pretty awesome, only to find out later her heart was as black as charcoal.

      So where did that leave Tanner?

      It left him eating dinner at the diner.

      Alone.

      Again.

      “Is there anything else I can get for you, sweetheart?” The tiny blonde waitress with way too much makeup had tried her best to catch his attention throughout the entire meal, but Tanner had other things on his mind.

      “Just the check, thanks.” Tanner didn’t even bother making eye contact with the woman, hoping like fuck she would get the hint and go away.

      “I get off at closing if you’d like a little company tonight.”

      No such luck.

      “Thanks, I’ll keep that in mind,” Tanner said with a nod. Any other night, he might have been tempted to take the sexy little server up on her offer, but he was fed up with the emotionless act sex had turned into. He swore that the next girl he hooked up with would be one he didn’t have to do from behind with his air pods on full blast to drown out the stray thoughts that crossed his partner’s mind.

      The restaurant had finally cleared out, and he popped the earbuds out of his ears and reveled in the quiet. His day had sucked from the moment his feet hit the floor clear up until about a half an hour ago. The negativity he’d heard all day had drained the life right out of him. If it wasn’t one person whining about something, it was another bitching about something else. He threw twenty bucks on the table to cover the check and tip as he left the diner to head home.

      The last person he expected to bump into, as he left the restaurant, was Grace Erickson. Not that he minded running into his Alpha’s mother, he just didn’t have the energy to deal with anyone else tonight. He had hoped to avoid everyone he knew for the rest of the evening.

      “Why, there you are, Tanner. You’re just the person I was hoping to bump into.” Grace gave Tanner a big hug, like she always did.

      “Hey, Grace. What can I do for you?” Tanner did his best to keep his voice neutral, not wanting Grace to pick up on the depression he was spiraling into.

      “I was hoping you would be up for a quick road trip. I need someone I can trust to head down to Crescent Bay and deliver a package to Isabelle Langley. It’s a special item she needs for the convergence she’s hosting.”

      Tanner listened for the real reason Grace wanted to send him on this little errand of hers but drew a blank. The only thing he found was that she truly had something she needed to give to Isabelle. Why she couldn’t send someone else to handle this task was beyond him.

      Not wanting to piss off the Alpha’s mother, Tanner reluctantly agreed. “Sure. When do you need it delivered by?”

      “I knew I could count on you. I need to have it in her hands by Friday at the very latest, for the start of the convergence.”

      “Got it. I can’t believe it’s already that time of year again—or that their pack still has an annual get-together like this with all the other packs.” Tanner rolled his eyes. “The whole process seems so outdated. It’s not like we’re living in the Stone Age where wolves aren’t capable of finding a suitable mate.”

      “It’s a huge part of their pack tradition. And who am I to pass judgment on decent pack traditions? Wolves from all over the country head to Crescent Bay in hopes of finding their happily ever after. Maybe you should give the convergence a once-over while you’re there. Who knows? You might just find your long-lost mate.”

      “I’m not so sure there’s a mate out there for me. Besides, the whole idea of sniffing someone for a minute or two before declaring them to be your lifelong mate seems like a complete crock of shit to me. Surely there has to be more to it. At least a conversation, dinner, something—right?”

      Grace shrugged her shoulders, a soft smile spreading across her face. “You never know what the Fates have in store for you, sweetie. Sometimes you just have to go with the flow and stop questioning what you don’t understand. Maybe you just need a little more belief in the majik that runs through your veins.”

      Grace reached into her purse and pulled out a long, ornately carved black box. She carefully adjusted the delicate red bow that was carefully tied around it. “Please make sure you personally deliver this to Isabelle.”

      “You can count on me.”

      With that last exchange, Grace stretched up on her tippy-toes and gave him a quick peck on his cheek.

      “Thanks, sweetie. Have a safe trip.”

      He shook his head as she bounced away with a bit of a spring in her step.

      “Maybe she’s right. Maybe we will find our mate in Crescent Bay.” His wolf, who had been unusually quiet throughout the conversation, chimed in.

      Tanner held out absolutely no hope for finding a mate in Crescent Bay… but he might stick around anyway, just to see what the hell the big deal was.
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      Early the next morning Tanner found himself shaking off the recurring dream that had haunted him his entire life. Normally he could dismiss the feeling of dread with ease, but this morning he felt like he was trapped in the frozen fog of his dream.

      After sucking down several cups of coffee and filling up the largest thermos he could find, he headed out on his this-is-going-to-suck-balls journey that he had no desire to make. If there was one thing he hated, it was long-ass road trips, but who was he to deny Grace?

      Before he hit the road, he checked in with Rafe to make sure the Alpha knew what his mom was up to. When he got the all-clear from Rafe, he shrugged a shoulder, tossed his duffle bag into the backseat of his truck, and climbed in.

      Tanner had to admit, the rolling countryside and majestic mountain views were absolutely breathtaking. If nothing else, the quiet drive provided some of the best scenery he’d seen in a long time—not to mention the downtime he desperately needed.

      It was nice to be able to clear his head and not have the constant bombardment of other people’s thoughts bouncing around in his brain.

      His quiet interludes were interrupted only by the occasional stop to stretch his legs and grab some food. When Tanner finally rolled into Crescent Bay, his first thought was to drive straight to the nearest motel and have a quick shower. Instead, he played the good messenger boy and made his way to Isabelle Langley’s house.

      Lifting his hand to knock, he was surprised when the door opened wide. A woman with striking green eyes and long auburn hair greeted him with a warm, welcoming smile.

      “You must be Tanner Larsen. It’s so nice to finally meet you. Grace told me so much about you.”

      “It’s nice to meet you too. Are you Isabelle?”

      Tanner tried to hand off the delicately wrapped package which was the only reason for his visit. Instead of accepting the package, however, she ushered him into the house, firmly closing the door behind them.

      “Oh heavens, yes, I’m Isabelle. Goodness! Where are my manners?”

      If anyone was used to awkward situations, it was Tanner. He tried not to blush as Isabelle’s thoughts passed through his mind. Knowing he needed to come up with a quick conversation topic before she had any more fantasies about stripping him naked just to see what was under the carriage, he blurted out the first thing that popped into his mind.

      “I wanted to swing by and drop this off before I checked into the motel.” He tried handing the box over once again, only to be rebuffed a second time. He began to wonder what was actually in the box and just how important it really was.

      “Nonsense, I’ll hear none of that motel talk. We have plenty of room, and besides you’re practically family already. You’ll spend the night here, with us.”

      “Just fucking peachy,” Tanner thought.

      His attempts at a speedy escape were being thwarted by someone who seemed to be an expert at getting her way.

      “Thank you so much, Mrs. Langley. But I wouldn’t want to impose. It’s no big deal to spend a night at the motel down the road. It looked like a pretty clean place.”

      His gracious offer was rapidly shot down.

      “It’s a darling little place, but I insist on you joining us, sweetheart. I’ve been looking forward to meeting you. Grace and Bjorn were always very close friends. And any friend of theirs is a friend of the Langleys. Besides, you’ll have to catch me up on all the goings-on at Black Paw. I rarely see Grace these days, but I heard there have been a few new matings recently. It’s all so exciting. So tell me, are you planning on sticking around for the pack convergence tomorrow?”

      Tanner’s eyes widened at the bombardment of questions. He sure hoped he was cleared to discuss pack information with Isabelle because it didn’t look like there was any way he was going to be able to avoid it. He tried once again to escape Isabelle’s insistence on spending the night.

      “Are you certain my staying here won’t be a problem? I wouldn’t want to be any trouble for you or your family.”

      “I’m positive, sweetheart. Why don’t you go grab your bag? Then I’ll show you to your room, and you can get cleaned up before dinner. You can catch me up on everything over a nice homemade meal. You must be so tired of fast food from the long drive.”

      The thought of a home-cooked meal made Tanner’s stomach growl. “You could say that.”

      With no choice but to appease the matriarch of the Langley pack, Tanner headed to his truck and grabbed his duffle bag. He sent Grace a quick text, letting her know he had given the package to Isabelle and would be spending the night there instead of the motel.

      When Tanner made it back inside, Isabelle gave him a tour of the house and showed him to his room. Thankfully, he didn’t have to listen to any more improper thoughts regarding his anatomy. He shouldn’t have been surprised, but she was a dirty old bird with quite the creative imagination. And according to her thoughts, she was also flexible as fuck, even at her advanced age.

      “Dinner will be ready in about an hour, if you’d like to relax for a little bit.”

      “Thanks. That sounds like a great plan.”

      Tanner tried to unwind once Isabelle made sure he was settled into his room, but for some reason, he was on edge. His wolf needed to be released. He needed time to run, time to be wild.

      There was something about Crescent Bay that
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