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      Calder Lorenson inherits one hell of a mess when he’s thrust into the limelight to fill the role of Alpha at Twisted Tail Pack. With treachery in the ranks, Calder quickly finds himself in over his head. If that wasn’t enough to deal with, Pack Law decrees that he must be mated.

      

      With no time to spare, Calder does the only thing he can think of—asks for a little help from a famous matchmaker, Willow K. Sprout. Will Willow be able to locate his mate before the looming deadline? Or will Calder have to face the consequences set by pack law?
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      “It can’t end like this. This isn’t how we all go down.” Jay paced back and forth, his hand fisting through his greasy, brown hair. Standing in the back alley behind the boarded-up grocery store, he kicked an overflowing trashcan.

      “Griffin and his sons may be dead, but their deaths don’t have to mean that we have to change how we operate around here. Our lives can go on, just as they used to. For that matter, without Griffin around, there’s no reason we can’t take over.”

      A plot was forming in his twisted mind. One that would make him tog dog in the pack—or so he hoped.

      The death of his uncle, the former Alpha, sucked.

      But let’s face it. Griffin was a dick.

      There was no way Jay could sugarcoat it. Not even in his mind.

      His uncle was evil to the core. Inflicting pain and torturing anyone who had dared to cross his path, just for shits and giggles.

      But he had one thing right as far as Jay was concerned. Griffin had brought a whole new world to Twisted Tail when he created his own brand of drugs, designed specifically for shifters. It gave them added strength and speed on top of their already impressive skills. They had, or thought they had an advantage over rival packs. Until that fucking bitch, Mina killed Griffin.

      Then there was the money they scored from all who had become addicted to their powder. They made serious cash on a regular basis. The money was what Jay didn’t want to give up.

      Jay knew the recipe. He knew how to make the product. There was no reason he couldn’t pick up where his uncle and cousins had left off.

      The only thing he had to do was find a way to get rid of the new Alpha, and that would be like taking candy from a baby.

      “Have you lost your fucking mind, Jay? The Council brought in a new Alpha. You really think he’s going to just roll over and let you do what you want? Have you seen the size of that guy?” Jonah asked. His voice filled with shock.

      “Not to mention the fact that the Council is going to be so far up our asses, we won’t have a snowball’s chance in Hell of getting anything past them. They are going to watch every move we make,” Tim said.

      Jay continued his pacing. “It doesn’t fucking matter. I don’t give a rat’s ass what the new Alpha thinks or does. He’ll be gone soon anyway—one way or another. Whatever it takes."

      Tim and Jonah stood there silently listening to the rants of their packmate. Through a shared glance, they each agreed to keep their mouths shut. Neither wanted anything to do with whatever Jay was planning.

      There was no way Jay was going to sit back and watch the pack be taken over by the Council, nor would he allow them to appoint a complete stranger as their Alpha.

      Absolutely not.

      It was unheard of.

      The new Alpha should be someone who was born at Twisted Tail. Someone who knew the traditions of the pack, and someone who knew what the fuck the deal was. Not some asshole the Council decided to bring in.

      He would die before he allowed that motherfucker to take over.
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      The bright sun hung high in the sky, beating down on Calder Lorenson as he hammered away at another dilapidated roof. Lifting his head, he looked around and thought for the hundredth time that he was in way the hell over his head.

      What had he been thinking when he’d agreed to not only help get Twisted Tail back on their feet but agreeing to be their Alpha as well? Had he lost his ever-loving mind? What had ever made him think that he would be able to fix all the problems that faced this pack?

      He wiped the sweat from his brow and hit another nail into the roof.

      Seriously?

      It wasn’t like the hard work bothered him.

      It didn’t. In fact, he loved it.

      But at the pace they were going and the serious shortage of funds the pack was facing, he’d be lucky if they finished up by the end of the decade. He needed an army and a massive influx of cash to fix most of the problems. The other problems facing the pack, he hoped would resolve themselves with time and decent leadership.

      He glanced at the half dozen men working side by side. Though he had to admire their spirit and dedication to hard work, they looked just as worn down as the old buildings in town.

      The horrors the community had faced under the old Alpha were unlike anything he’d ever heard of. The damage to the people, to the town… he had yet to grasp a full understanding.

      The thought that an Alpha was the one to destroy his pack, his community—it made Calder sick.

      Being the Alpha of Twisted Tail had sounded great in his head at the time, and he had already experienced some of the challenges he’d known were sure to come with the job. That being said, he had never once expected the transition to be a walk in the park, but sweet Jesus, he had not anticipated every house, apartment complex, and building on pack territory to be in a state of total disrepair.

      Everything needed something, people and buildings alike. The destruction was far and wide. As soon as he fixed one issue, five more seemed to spring up out of the blue.

      It had been nonstop since the moment he’d arrived at Twisted Tail.

      “How are you doing over there, Alex?” Calder asked, glancing over to the man working beside him.

      “Not too bad. It’s nice to see someone taking the initiative to clean this place up, even if you are an outsider.”

      Calder chugged his bottle of water thinking about what Alex had said. It had definitely been a point of contention with some members in the pack. They despised outsiders and wanted nothing more than for him to walk away.

      “I’m never going to live that down. Am I?”

      “I’m just giving you a hard time. It’s not a problem for me. I’m more interested in doing what’s right for the whole pack, not just a few of the troublemakers. If this pack is going to survive it has to change. And the way I see it, the change you’ve brought has been positive. It’s good for the pack and everyone in it. Those who have a problem with it are the holdouts from Griffin’s reign of terror.”

      Calder nodded. “I figured as much.”

      And he had.

      One of his strengths was the ability to read people. The ability to see who a person really was, what was in their heart and soul, made his job easier at times. It also led to disappointment in the human and shifter species more times than he cared to count.

      Over the years, he’d hesitated at different times when it came to using his gift, feeling as if it were some sort of intrusion.

      He’d often think, ‘Who meets someone and immediately looks at their soul’? His gift was too intrusive, and Calder didn’t want to be that untrusting person.

      Yet, that was exactly who he had become.

      Life, with all of its grand betrayals, taught him to be that person.

      He knew that his eyes darkened to a pitch black. He likened it to a second sight—one that gave him a glimpse of one’s soul.

      He had once believed in giving humans and shifters the benefit of the doubt but being able to see when a person’s soul had been possessed by pure evil had saved his life—time and again. The special sight, as he liked to call it, had never let him down.

      Not once.

      He trusted his gift as much as he trusted the wolf he shared a body with. With his life.

      Calder had taken advantage of his insight to catch that special glimpse of most of the pack members at Twisted Tail, over the few short weeks since he had become Alpha. There was no question in his mind who he needed to watch his ass around, and those who would have his back when shit hit the fan.

      Alex had his back. He was one of the first members of the pack to offer his hand at helping to rebuild the community, wanting more for the people who’d lived under the horrid conditions of their former Alpha.

      Calder had heard countless stories about the suffering the pack had been forced to endure. Disturbing tales that survivors had told regarding the atrocities the former Alpha committed against his own pack. From starving his people to forced matings, brutal beatings, and public executions.

      All of it made him and his wolf sick. Yet he listened as each pack member recounted their horrors.

      As the new Alpha, he owed it to them to understand their grief—their pain.

      He simply couldn’t imagine the agony Griffin seemed to get off on dishing out.

      Calder would make damn sure life at Twisted Tail changed for everyone and for the better.

      All he had to do was take a brief look around to see the well-known signs of the frequent abuses that were all around him. But he looked hard at everyone and everything, he saw more than a beaten-down pack and dilapidated buildings.

      He saw people, a pack, desperately wanting a shot at a normal life. A life free from the never-ending pain and humiliation that had been forced upon them. He saw a pack waiting for someone who cared enough about them to make change happen.

      And change was what it was all about: getting the small community back on its feet again and fixing everything that had been broken, buildings and people alike.

      “I wanted to give you a heads up. I don’t think those wanting to see you gone are going to come at you head-on.” Alex pulled his t-shirt off and used it to wipe his sweaty brow.

      “What do you mean?” Calder asked in confusion.

      Wolves were nothing if not vicious when it came to defending their territory. The most direct route to challenge an Alpha would be initiating a fight.

      Everyone knew that—or so he thought.

      “There’s been whispers about having people search through all of the formal written pack law. I guess they’re looking for a law that could make it illegal for you to continue on as Alpha. That way they could force you out without challenging you.”

      “Huh. I’m kind of surprised by that.” Calder took another swig of his water.

      “I’m not. They’re a bunch of pussies. They’d never come at you one on one. They know you’d beat their asses and not think twice about doing it.”

      “True,” Calder laughed. “Thanks for the heads up.”
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      Daisy rounded the corner deep in thought, not paying attention to anything or anyone around her. The dream she’d had the night before rattled something deep in her core. A blaring horn pulled her from the images replaying in her head, but unfortunately, it wasn’t in time to save her from plowing into a stranger and knocking them to the ground.

      “Oh, my gosh! I’m so sorry. Are you okay? Let me help you up. I wasn’t paying attention,” Daisy rambled, completely embarrassed by her actions. It was unlike her to be stuck in her own mind and so careless.

      “No worries, dear. I’m sure it was an accident.”

      The woman stood and brushed herself off. “I’m more worried about you than I am about myself.”

      “I am so sorry. I should have watched where I was going. The last thing you needed today was to be mowed down on your way to—uh, wherever it is that you’re off to this morning.”

      “Relax, dear.” The woman placed a calming hand on Daisy’s arm. “I was just going to enjoy a nice hot cup of coffee. Why don’t you join me?”

      Daisy blinked in surprise. The woman was tiny standing next to her own five-foot-eight frame. It was a wonder she hadn’t killed her when she knocked her down. Yet there the pixie of a woman stood, all four feet, eleven inches of her. Her green eyes sparkled with a hint of amusement.

      “So, what do you say? I promise I won’t bite.”

      “Umm. Sure,” she agreed. Why? She had no idea, but some little part of her mind shouted that she needed to go with the woman.

      Daisy plastered a smile on her face as she accepted the woman’s offer. It wasn’t as if she had anything better to do. She was officially on vacation and headed to find coffee anyway.

      The woman’s bright smile eased any remaining fears Daisy might have had about accepting the invitation.

      “Good!” She looped her arm around Daisy’s and led the way. “There’s a little place right around the corner. It’s one of my favorites to pop into. I know the owner, and girl let me tell you, they have the best coffee. And the pastries are to die for.”

      “Great.” Daisy tried to keep the sarcasm out of her voice. “There goes my diet.”

      The woman gave her a once-over with her stunning green eyes. “Please. I would die to have your height and curves. I forgot to ask your name, dear?”

      Suddenly feeling a bit out of place, Daisy glanced down at the woman holding her arm. “Daisy Parks. And you are?”

      “Oh, for the love of Christ, my mind must be scattered this morning too. I’m Willow Sprout. It’s nice to meet you, dear.”

      The aroma of fresh coffee washed over Daisy the second she opened the door to the quaint coffee shop. “Ahhh, heaven!”

      “Right? I don’t know how anyone can function without it. I know I can’t.” Willow waved to the woman at the counter before claiming a cozy secluded booth.

      Daisy looked around the shop intently, deciding that Willow was right. The place was absolutely perfect, and nowhere near as crowded as her normal pit stop.

      “You know, I’ve lived in this area for years and never once knew this place existed.”

      “Well, now you know. I like this place so much better than some of the big chain shops. The people are so much more friendly, and the crowds are nowhere near as thick.”

      “I agree. Even in this city, there’s nothing quite like getting your morning brew with a side of attitude.”

      Willow laughed. “You’re absolutely right. So tell me, dear. Are you off to work this morning, or something else?”

      “I’m off for the next two weeks. I finished up a ten-day rotation yesterday. It’s been hectic and crazy, so I’m looking forward to the time off.”

      “What kind of work do you do?” Willow asked as she motioned for the waitress to take their order.

      “I work at St. Francis in the Emergency Room.”

      “That sounds like an intense job.”

      “It is. But I absolutely love it. I’ve always wanted to help people, and this seems like the best way for me to do it,” Daisy explained.

      “What do you like to do in your downtime? Is there someone special in your life?”

      Daisy paused, unsure of how to answer Willow. Sure, she seemed sweet and all, but did she want to overload her with the baggage that was Daisy’s life? Thankfully she was saved from answering by the waitress’s interruption.

      “What can I get you?”
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      Willow was the first to speak again after the waitress left. “I’m sorry. You can tell me to fuck off if you want. You don’t have to answer. It’s in my nature to be nosey. Especially when it comes to all things love. I really can’t seem to help myself.”

      “It’s not that. I just don’t want you to think I’m nuts. I’ve scared too many people off by opening my mouth, thinking they actually cared about what I had to say.”

      “Oh please—I wouldn’t have asked if I didn’t care. Besides I don’t think there’s anything you can tell me that I haven’t heard before. I’ve been around for a while.” Willow laughed at Daisy’s assumption. She felt a strong connection to this human who had run into her.

      Sure, she could have avoided the collision with her. Her majik had warned her well in advance—but so had something else.

      She was destined to meet Daisy. Why? She didn’t quite know, but she had a feeling that should would know why soon enough.

      “So is there someone special in your life?”

      “No. Not recently,” Daisy sighed.

      Was that a hint of sadness she detected?

      “Buck up, dear. There are plenty of handsome men out there who would scoop you off your feet in no time flat! You’re stunning with that dark hair and bronzed skin. And those curves—it’s enough to make an old woman like me jealous.”

      “Old woman?” Daisy asked herself

      Was Willow kidding? She didn’t look a day over twenty-five.

      “Ha. Hardly. Besides, in case you haven’t noticed, I’m not exactly tiny like you. That’s what all the rage is today. I’m tall and have curves and love handles, and I swear to Jesus, each of these suckers weighs twenty pounds,” Daisy said as she motioned to her chest.

      “Please. I know what men are looking for. I run a dating agency and you know what? Not one of my clients has ever complained about a girl with curves. Honey, your body type is exactly what’s asked for the most.”

      “I find that kind of hard to believe. All the guys I’ve ever dated have criticized me at some point in our relationship about my curves. They’ve all been full of backhanded compliments. You know what I’m talking about, right?”

      Her voice dripping with sarcasm, she continued on, “I used to love it when one of my exes said, ‘You’d be smoking hot if your ass wasn’t so big.’ Willow, I could go on and on with the stories, but it’s just not worth it. I’m fine with being single for now. I’m tired of being picked apart by guys who think they’re better than everyone else and don’t get me started on their over-opinionated families. I just don’t need that sort of drama, so I’m focusing on my career for now.”

      Willow thought about what Daisy had said, but—knowing the girl was completely wrong in her outlook on love and relationships—she had to find a way to help her. Daisy may have dated before, but Willow would bet her ass that she’d never dated the right type of man. Which led to her next question. “Have you ever dated a shifter?”

      Daisy looked up at Willow, puzzled. “A shifter? Umm, no. I’m fully human and pretty certain that one of the requirements of dating someone like that is having the ability to shift into an animal. Which I don’t.”

      Willow smiled at her naïve comment. “Do you have any shifter friends?”

      “No. I haven’t lived in this area all that long—well, a few years, but I don’t really have any friends. Human or otherwise.” Daisy blushed. “I guess I’ve gotten used to saying I’m new here or I haven’t lived here long. It’s kind of been my go-to excuse, even though it’s not exactly true anymore.”

      “Well, now you do.” Willow reached across the table, lacing her fingers with Daisy’s. “We were destined to meet today.”

      “Are you a shifter?” Daisy asked the tiny pixie of a woman across from her. If she was a shifter, she would have to be some sort of small animal. A fox maybe? There’s no way a wolf could fit inside that itty-bitty body of hers. Could it?

      “Oh, no. I’m something other, but I have plenty of shifter friends and associates,” Willow clarified her statement. Which really didn’t clarify anything for Daisy.
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      Daisy had no idea why she was drawn to Willow, but she was. It was more than her friendly face and her soothing yet inviting smile. The woman was a firecracker, just like her Aunt Lucy had been before she’d succumbed to cancer.

      “Can I ask you something?” Daisy leaned in to whisper the question to Willow.

      “Sure.”

      “Why did you ask if I’ve ever dated a shifter? Have you?”

      Willow laughed at her question. “Oh, girl. You are too precious.” Willow fished one of her business cards from her purse and slid the card across the table to Daisy. “I’m the owner of Fairy Tales & Happy Endings.”

      “Wait! What?” Her chin nearly hit the floor. The sassy look on Willow’s face left her speechless.

      “My clients are all of the paranormal persuasion.”

      “Wow.” Daisy had a million questions and no idea which one to ask first. She’d never met someone like Willow before. Well, not that she knew of. It was always possible, but the only way to tell that someone was a shifter was for them to transform from human to animal in front of you—and that had certainly never happened.

      Not that Willow was a shifter. She had said that she was something other. Daisy still had no idea what that meant.

      “And you were the one worried about scaring me away,” Willow joked. “The look on your face right now is priceless.”

      “Yeah. How about that?” Daisy’s mind was blown. “So how does it work? Your dating agency, that is? Are guys in the shifter world like regular human guys?”

      “Let’s break it down. One question at a time. My service works like any other dating service out there; the only difference is that I specialize in helping those with majik running in their veins to find their mates. Men are men, no matter what species, but generally speaking shifters are different with their relationships than humans.”

      “What do you mean, ‘different,’ and what’s the difference between a mate and a boyfriend or spouse?”

      Daisy sat on the edge of her seat waiting for Willow to answer. She wanted to shout in frustration, anxious to hear the answers. But that would be rude, crass, and uncalled for, so she sat patiently waiting as Willow slowly sipped at her coffee before answering.

      “Well, for starters, most of my clients have tried the standard dating scene and weren’t impressed by it. They are tired of the games and run-around. These people are focused on finding the one person they are destined to spend their lives with—a.k.a. their mate. Think of a mate as your soulmate. The one person that you’re supposed to be with, forever.”

      “That’s pretty heavy stuff.”

      “Indeed, it is. But shifters know immediately when they meet their mate as do most other magically inclined people. It’s kind of like an instant sensation, a recognition that tells them the person they just met is the one they are meant to be with.”

      “That’s kind of odd.” Daisy couldn’t imagine meeting someone and knowing immediately that they were the person she’d spend the rest of her life with.

      “What happened to becoming friends, and falling in love?” Not that she’d had much experience with love, but whatever. She was an old-fashioned girl with old-fashioned dating ideas. Like actually leaving the house to go on dates, courting, the guy bringing the girl flowers—the formerly standard, but now, very outdated romantic ideas.

      “You’d be surprised how attentive male shifters can be in a relationship.”

      “Really?” Willow’s simple statement had Daisy fully intrigued.

      “Absolutely. The old-school courting usually doesn’t happen because a shifter male is very intense when it comes to claiming his mate, but he will always make up for it in other areas. Would you ever consider dating a shifter?”

      Daisy thought about the question.

      Would she?

      “I’m not sure. Maybe? I’d be so nervous. I’d have no idea how to act around a shifter.”

      “I’m sure you’d be just fine. Besides, it’s not like most shifters act any differently than regular humans when they are out and about in public.” Willow smiled.

      “I know. It’s just…”

      Daisy didn’t know what to say in all honesty. She didn’t want to seem like she was prejudiced or some sort of prude. She wasn’t like that at all. It’s just that she’d had zero experience with shifters.

      “I’ll tell you what, I have to run. I have a meeting with a client this morning. Why don’t you think about it and give me a call? We can set something up if you’re interested.”
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      “What do you mean I have thirty days to find a mate? Who came up with that ridiculous fucking law?” Calder slammed his fist against his desk, outraged by the ludicrous demand that had been forced on him.

      Alex ran his fingers through his shaggy blond hair.

      “Bastards! I knew they were going to try to find some way to keep you from being Alpha. Bunch of pussies. They couldn’t just come at you straight on. They had to pull something like this. Un-fucking-believable!”

      “Calder, I’m sorry. The Council should have known this was a requirement, but we didn’t. The last copy of Twisted Tail laws we had on record were outdated, and many of them predate Griffin’s reign—not that this law isn’t archaic. It is, but unfortunately, it exists. And now that it’s been brought up as a challenge to the legitimacy of you being Alpha, there’s no escaping it. It’s pack law. The Alpha must uphold the rules of the pack. Especially the ones that pertain to mating.”

      Calder saw the sadness in his dear friend’s eyes. Gus Eklund—or ‘old man,’ as he often teasingly called him—was more than just a friend, more than a mentor.

      The older man had watched over him for years, acting as an informal uncle with whom he’d enjoyed a close relationship. It was Gus who had led the charge for Calder to take the reins at Twisted Tail after the death of their former Alpha, Griffin Engle.

      “I know Gus. I just don’t know how it’s possible. Thirty days isn’t a lot of time to find your true mate.”

      “No, it’s not. But I don’t think it’s impossible. I know that it can be done. You’re just going to need a little bit of help.”

      Calder laughed at the thought of someone helping when it came to finding his mate.

      “I think you’ve finally lost it, old man. I’m not so sure that’s how it works in this day and age. I don’t think I can send a proxy to find or claim my mate, and Odin knows I can’t leave pack territory right now. Not with all the work that needs to be done around here. Besides, I haven’t named a second-in-command yet. I’m quite literally stuck here until I set up a proper chain of command.”

      Gus pulled a large manila envelope from his briefcase and handed it to Calder. “I want you to know the Council is dedicated to helping you succeed, and to helping everyone here at Twisted Tail. We’ve set up a trust that you may use as you see fit to rebuild the pack. This should help when it comes to hiring people to make the needed repairs across the territory, and any other maintenance work that needs to be done. I’m sure it will help when it comes to motivating those within the pack to get back to work as well. If they are able-bodied. Our hope was to provide the necessary means to get the work done. That way we could free up your time, so you can focus on rebuilding and strengthening the pack itself, not just the buildings and structures.”

      Calder sucked in a deep breath and opened the envelope, unsure of the extent of what Gus’s statement meant. A volley of emotions bounded through him.

      “Thank you, Odin,” Calder whispered his thanks to his God.

      The old man had come through for him, big time. In ways he’d never envisioned. Money was nothing to the Council. Having been around for thousands of years with the ability to operate in complete secrecy, they had more money than they’d ever need. More than they could ever hope to spend. But to a struggling pack like Twisted Tail, it meant their continued survival. Not only had the Council made sure they would survive—if Calder played his cards right, they would now have an opportunity to thrive.

      “I don’t know what to say. This is—” Calder’s words tumbled out of his mouth.

      “It’s nothing. Not for the Council. We want you to get your pack together and, on its feet, again. It’s the least we can do for the people here, after failing them by believing everything Griffin told us and not following through when we had doubts or questions. The hardships this pack has had to endure are over. I know if anyone can lead this pack into a new era, it’s you.”

      “Thank you, but I’m afraid none of it will do much good if I don’t find my mate before time runs out.”

      “That’s what they’re counting on.” Alex, who had been silent during the exchange between Gus and Calder, finally spoke up.

      “What do you know about this?” Gus asked.

      “Not enough. They tend to zip their lips around me these days. But from what I’ve been able to figure out, Jay and a few others—who lived pretty comfortably under Griffin—are pissed that the money and drugs are gone, and so is their way of life. They thrived under Griffin because they were a bunch of thugs. Now that they have to get out there and work—well, they’re not too happy about it. What they’re too stupid to see is how much better off we’ve been since Griffin’s death. People are no longer afraid to let their kids outside to play. Women can walk around town without being bombarded with crude comments or fearing for their safety. The difference is night and day.”

      “The transformation in the last few weeks has been pretty amazing,” Calder said. “It’s nice to see people learning to trust each other again and kicking the fears they carried for so long to the curb. We can’t slow the progress that’s been made, and if I leave for any amount of time to run off and search for a mate, I expect it’ll be like taking ten steps backward. Not exactly what we want to happen.”

      Gus nodded in agreement. “Right. So you have to find your mate in thirty days, and you can’t leave pack territory.”

      “Exactly.” Calder rubbed his forehead, a stress-induced habit he had picked up long ago.

      “So, we do the only thing we can do.” Gus pulled a business card from his wallet and handed it to Calder.

      “Fairy Tales & Happy Endings? What’s this?”

      “If anyone can find your mate by the deadline, it’s Willow. She’s the best of the best, and you need to give her a call.”

      “You can’t be serious.” Calder laughed at his friend’s suggestion.

      “As a heart attack, kid.”

      “A dating agency? How the hell is that supposed to help? It’s not like I can run out and meet up with however many women they have on their list.”

      “She’s the only one who can help you right now.” Gus reiterated his point.

      “Great. I’m going to end up with a weird mail-order bride or a psycho or something.” Calder picked up the phone and shooed everyone out of the room. “This is embarrassing enough. I don’t need an audience.”
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      I wonder what it would be like to date a shifter? Daisy thought about the conversation she’d had with Willow the previous morning.

      Could she actually go through with it? Pacing around her living room, contemplating the question was pointless and she knew it. But the truth was, Willow had sparked Daisy’s interest in dating—an interest she hadn’t felt in forever.

      Willow had reminded her that she was alone. She woke up alone. Ate breakfast, lunch, and dinner alone. Went to the movies alone.

      After her last relationship, Daisy had decided to take a break from dating. She needed time to find her footing in the world again, and she did just that. Grabbing the bull by the horns, she packed up her shit and moved, taking the first job she was offered, far away from the tiny town in Wisconsin she had grown up in.

      The relationship ended the day her boyfriend had said, “As soon as you lose some weight, I’ll take you home to meet my parents.”

      Yeah, that was enough for her to end it right there, on the spot. Afterward, she had cried for weeks, vowing never to put herself in that position again.

      She’d sworn off dating until she shed some pounds. And she had. She had gotten into the habit of walking daily, and eating healthier, but she was still curvy. Her confidence had risen, but was it enough to put herself out there again?

      A few of the guys she worked with at the hospital had asked her out on dates. She smiled politely and turned each of them down, too afraid to feel the sting of rejection once again. But maybe this time would be different. Maybe Willow was right. Maybe she needed to date a different kind of guy.

      Before Daisy lost her nerve, she grabbed Willow’s business card and her phone from her purse. Here goes nothing.

      “Daisy, I’m so glad to hear from you.”

      Daisy’s heart pounded. Butterflies—and not the good ones—danced in her belly. “Hi, Willow. I—uhh… umm.” Daisy cleared her throat.

      “Are you okay, dear?”

      She sucked in a deep breath, hoping like hell it would calm her nerves.

      It didn’t.

      “Yes, I’m just nervous.” Opting for honesty, she forged ahead. “I want to know more about your dating service.”

      “Wonderful! I have just the person I’d like you to meet. You said you were on vacation from work, right?”

      “Yes, but what does that have to do with anything?” Daisy asked, confused by Willow’s line of questioning. What did being on vacation have to do with meeting someone? All she had asked for in the first place was more information. Talk about speedy service!

      “The man who I think would be perfect for you is in a bit of a quandary. He’s the new Alpha of Twisted Tail pack, and he’s looking for someone to meet him there. You would spend a few days together, getting to know one another.”

      “Umm, that’s a bit more than I had bargained for right off the bat. I was expecting maybe dinner or something easy like that. You know, a standard date.”

      Willow laughed. “Nothing is standard when it comes to dating a shifter, dear. Think of it this way. Lodging will be provided. You’ll have a chance to get out of town for a few days to clear your head. When’s the last time you got out of the city for a long weekend? And if you guys hit it off, great. If not, no big deal. You had some time away from everyone and everything in the fresh country air. If nothing else, you’ll be recharged and ready to go back to work when you get back.”

      Daisy’s pacing resumed. Panic crept through her veins.

      A date was one thing. Going to spend several days with a complete stranger was something that she found scary as hell.

      “Is that even safe to do? I don’t want to end up trapped in someone’s well in their basement or something.”

      Willow laughed at her response. “Sure it is, dear. All of my clients are thoroughly vetted. I run full background checks and contact each reference they provide, personally. Not only that, but shifters, especially wolves, are extremely protective of their women—annoyingly so at times. Once you cross over into pack land, you’ll be safer than anywhere in the world.”

      Without letting another thought pass through her mind, Daisy agreed. “I’ll do it.”

      “Great! Do you have a pen? I’ll give you the address and directions.”

      Daisy’s heart sped up as she grabbed a pen and paper. “Ready.”

      I can’t believe I’m going to go through with this!

      Panic, fear, and excitement raced through her mind all at once. An onslaught of emotions she wasn’t ready to face bombarded her. It was too late to change her mind, she’d already promised Willow that she would be there.

      After the call, Daisy felt a sense of excitement—and a bit of fear—as she rushed around the house to pack a suitcase for her trip. She’d never done anything so crazy in all her well-thought-out, well-planned life.

      Doubt began to creep into her mind with each outfit she selected and packed. What if she didn’t get along with Calder? What if he didn’t like her? What if he was as ugly as homemade sin?

      She pushed back against the thoughts, refusing to give in to her fears. She had committed to going. Come hell or high water, she was bound and determined to hold up her end of the bargain. Closing the lid on her suitcase, Daisy swallowed the nervousness dancing in her belly and headed for her car, knowing it was now or never.

      The road trip to Twisted Tail gave her a lot of time to think about exactly what she was doing. Too much time. All the bad decisions she had made in her previous relationships ran through her mind, reminding her exactly why she’d taken a hiatus from dating.

      She had been tempted to turn the car around several times, but she gritted her teeth and continued on. It was almost as if some unseen force urged her to continue on her journey toward the unknown.
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      The lack of sleep over the past few weeks had finally caught up with Calder. He was dead on his feet and thankfully headed home for the night. With the assistance from Gus, his workload had been eased drastically. Having enough money to hire contractors to do the maintenance and repair work around Twisted Tail was a godsend. The old man had really come through for him, and just when he had needed help the most.

      In all honesty, he would have thought that he’d have a little bit of breathing room now that there was less construction work he had to do personally.

      Wrong.

      Calder was more stressed than ever thanks to the rising pack tensions—and then there was the whole ‘finding a mate’ issue.

      He wasn’t sure what to make of his conversation with Willow. On one hand, it had sounded promising.  She’d told him that finding his mate and sending her to Twisted Tail would be a piece of cake, but he wasn’t holding his breath waiting for a damn miracle that, in his mind, was unlikely to occur.

      Keeping the sarcasm out of his voice after her statement had taken effort, but somehow, he had managed. After all, Gus had assured him that Willow Sprout was the best in the business and swore she could find a mate for Satan himself, should he ever be in the market for one.

      Calder pulled up to the wrought iron gate in front of the Alpha’s well-kept home. There was no doubt the log home was stunning, with its high peaked roof and wrap-around porch. Griffin had spared no expense when it came to the home’s construction, surrounding himself with every possible luxury. It was totally out of place compared to the rest of the modest homes situated on pack lands.

      Living there for the past few weeks had left Calder feeling out of sorts, knowing his pack lived in such decrepit houses. That’s why his first priority had been working feverishly on the desperately needed repairs and long-overdue updates around the territory.

      Calder got out of his truck and opened the gate. Out of habit, he sniffed the air, searching for any threats.

      “We really need to name our second in command, so we can start appointing enforcers,” Calder said to his wolf.

      “I would trust Alex with our lives. As for the rest of them, the jury’s still out.”

      “Agreed.”

      Calder pulled his truck through the gate and exited the vehicle once more, this time to close the gate. He was tired of looking over his shoulder every second of every day, waiting for the inevitable attack to come, thanks to the few bad seeds left over from the previous Alpha. He knew exactly who they were, and while Alex didn’t think they would challenge his position, Calder knew they would. It was only a matter of time. One way or another, they’d come.

      “And I’d damn well better be ready when they do,” he thought.

      Scenting no immediate danger, Calder climbed back in his truck and headed down the long-wooded driveway. His stomach grumbled, reminding him the sandwich he’d had for lunch hadn’t quite cut it, and it was long past dinner time.

      But first things first.

      A nice hot shower.

      “Someone’s here.” His wolf sounded the alarm in his mind.

      Rolling down the window he drew in a deep breath, trying to identify the threat his wolf had detected. The smell of fresh-cut wildflowers filled Calder’s nose. His wolf whined at the scent as it filtered down to him.

      Wary of who might be waiting for him, Calder slowly rounded the last curve in the driveway to see a bright yellow Camaro with black racing stripes parked in front of his house. Coming to a quick stop, he hopped out of his truck, ready to confront the person who had trespassed on his land—but the car was empty.

      Calder glanced around the property before noticing several lights on in the house—lights he was certain he had turned off.

      His wolf spurred him on, pushing him to sprint up the steps then through the front door. The animal didn’t seem upset by the intruder.

      Not in the least.

      It was more of an immense curiosity that filled the animal. Calder tried to figure out what his wolf was up to, but he had no idea why that particular scent had his beast so intrigued.

      The smell of freshly roasted meat set off a new round of grumbling from his stomach. The man may have been distracted by the thought of a home-cooked meal, but not the wolf.

      He had smelled something much more inviting.

      As much as Calder wanted to investigate the tantalizing aroma coming from the kitchen, his legs seemed to move of their own volition, demanding he locate the source of the fresh wildflowers that had his wolf all worked up.

      As he made his way deeper into the house searching for the intruder, a singsong voice floated in the air.

      “A woman.”

      Astonishment crashed over Calder. His strong legs suddenly lost all coordination and were replaced by what felt like those of a newborn deer. Another step on shaky legs sent him crashing into the wall as he worked his way closer to the tantalizing sound.

      “Is someone there?” the female voice called out.

      Calder opened his mouth to speak, but his tongue was too heavy and thick; no words were forthcoming. He forged on, using the wall as a support, desperately needing to confirm that his dreamlike state was a reality and not some twisted trick of majik played on him by someone wanting to see him fail.

      The singing resumed as Calder slowly worked his way to the master bedroom— hoping and expecting to see a divine goddess stretched across his bed, lying in wait for his homecoming. Instead, he found the
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