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      How many times would I tolerate a man answering his phone during a date? One? Two? How about six?

      I swirled my glass before taking a sip. At least the merlot was good. The interruptions might have been excusable if my date was a surgeon. Or a therapist. Or even a professor, counseling students near finals.

      But this man wasn’t any of those things. He was a financial advisor, perpetually on the hunt for new clients. As a business owner myself, I understood the urge. But this had become excessive.

      Now off the phone, he grinned at me through a mouthful of kale salad. “I see one of my clients over there. I’m going to go say hello.”

      I stabbed my fork into a piece of Tuscan-Style roasted asparagus. If I didn’t have my reputation to consider, I’d walk out now.

      Unbelievable. My so-called date led his client back over to our table. “Victoria, I’d like you to meet the owner of—” I tuned him out as he droned on, but I managed to refrain from crossing my arms. I smiled in the right places and offered my hand.

      This date was a dud. He was another dull, pale-faced, self-obsessed businessman wearing a tailored suit. If he could stare lovingly at his phone on a date, so could I.

      I sent a quick text to the newest number I’d saved in my phone: I’m ready. I need your first available appointment. ASAP!
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        * * *

      

      Located in Midtown Manhattan, the agency was not what I expected. The inside of the office looked like a residence. The owner came out to meet me immediately and pushed a mimosa into my hand.

      She caught me staring at the couches and dining table. “We didn’t want Victory Matchmaking to feel like an office. We wanted it to feel like a home,” she said. For the $25,000 fee, I figured she was right.

      She ushered me to a sofa. “Tell me about what you want. None of this will leave the room. I’ll make notes, but I’ll write them as my interpretations.”

      The citrus was bitter on my tongue as I swallowed. “I don’t know how to say what I want without sounding like a judgmental harpy.”

      She leaned in toward me. “You are here to get what you want.”

      How shallow was I going to sound when I admitted the truth of what I was looking for? “I know it’s not PC, but I want an Alpha man. I don’t mean one that dominates in the boardroom. I mean one that can throw a punch and shoot a gun.”

      She scribbled some notes. “I’m getting the picture. Tell me more.”

      “I want someone taller than me. I want a man who can chop wood, and hammer a nail. I don’t want him to be a selfish jerk, but I want to be able to tell the difference between him and my friends.” I rubbed my hand over my face. “God, speaking of friends, they would be mortified to hear me saying these things.”

      She leaned in even closer. “I’d bet some of them secretly want the same thing.”

      “No.” I had watched them over the years. I wasn’t like them, not at all. “They want workaholic doctors, lawyers, and accountants. They want their husbands to pay for vacations, nannies, and private school.” I sighed and dropped my head back on the sofa. “I fund my own life. I don’t need a man to do it for me.” I straightened back up. This was no time to lounge around. “I want a partner that I feel passion for. You’d think I could find him myself in a place like New York City.”

      “People hire you because you’re an expert in web design and media. Let me be the expert in this.” She gave me a firm tap on the knee. “I can find the right man for you,” she assured me.

      I picked up my pen. “Show me where to sign,” I said. If she could find me the right match, this would be worth every penny. I was done wasting my time with losers.
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      The flames were out, but thick smoke billowed in front of me. I held on tight to the woman I carried over my shoulder. Just a few more steps, and we’d be outside. Ten steps later, I staggered into the fresh air, sagging with relief as the paramedics took her from me.

      I groaned as I leaned my head against my SUV and took a deep breath. But just one, because I had to get my kids to a birthday party. Which was the very last thing I wanted to do after working for ten hours.

      My real job was serving as the Sheriff of Pine River, but I also worked as a volunteer firefighter, along with a good portion of the rest of my family. Today an electrical fire had trapped two employees in a storage closet at the hardware store. They were safe, thank God, but it was close.

      I thought about resigning at least twice a day. But the fire department needed me—most employees were replaceable, but a shifter firefighter wasn’t. As shifters, we could move faster and lift more than the average person. If I could respond to a call, it might save a human. A human who was my kids’ teacher, doctor, or friend. How could I say no to that?

      After a short drive, I was finally home, or close to it. I stopped by my sister’s house to collect the kids. “Daddy!” my kids screeched as they piled on top of me. “It’s time for the party!” My daughter Beth yelled at the top of her lungs.

      “They ate lunch,” my sister Jane said. “We had pork chops and mashed potatoes.”

      I hugged her tightly. “Thank you. One day I’ll repay you for this.”

      “Nah. I like it that you owe me.” She punched me in the arm. “You know we’re all in this together.”

      That was one benefit of having most of the bear clan close. We lived on the same street, and we all had each other’s backs, rain or shine, whether we enjoyed it or not.

      And I hated to admit it, but I did need their help. My hours as sheriff were always uncertain. I’d officially retired from my first career as a soldier in special forces, made up only of shifters, but a few times a year the Army called me back to help MASK.

      I missed my MASK unit. But the travel was non-stop, and I had the kids now. The job came with some significant risks, and the kids were already down one parent—they didn’t need to lose the only one they had left because I couldn’t let go.

      “Let’s go guys, we’ve got to hurry.” I grabbed a kid under each arm and hauled ass to the party, which was to celebrate my daughter’s friend turning seven. In the birthday kid’s backyard, every single thing was pirate-themed. The hostess was handing out eye patches for everyone, even the adults. It was a fucking madhouse.

      Sure I had extra stamina as a shifter, but I was beat. I bowed out of socializing and slept in the car for two hours. After it was over, Beth bounced into the car. “Dad! Do you think we can have a mom?” she asked as she buckled her seat belt.

      “Yeah!” Adam added as I helped him with his booster seat. “Moms make stuff like that. Tony said his mom’s making a monster truck themed party!”

      What the hell? He was five, and he knew about party themes? I didn’t even remember being five.

      Another unanticipated consequence of single-parenting—I sucked at crafts or whatever this would be classified as. I wasn’t sexist enough to think it automatically fell to the mom. But they did seem to be the ones that made the fun stuff happen. I’d managed exactly one party for the kids. We’d only invited family, but even with cousins, we’d had fifteen kids. I’d texted them to be at the local pool at 2 p.m. and I’d shown up with a cake. I felt like I did a damn good job.

      “Guys, moms aren’t just for doing stuff that you want,” I said. I backed the car up and started the path back home. “Moms are just like dads. Their job is to love you and take care of you.”

      “Yeah, like Aunt Jane!” My son chimed in. “Except Aunt Jane wrapped all of our presents to look like snowmen at Christmas.”

      I stared at Adam’s hopeful face in the rearview mirror. On Christmas Eve, I had gotten off a double shift. I’d stuffed every gift inside bags. My mom and sisters would have been happy to take over and come wrap my presents, but I already depended on them so much. I wanted to be able to handle our family on my own, as much as I could.

      “You guys really want a mom around? For real?” I thought kids didn’t want their parents to date? Maybe that would be true if they had a mom they saw half the time. Instead, thanks to the nutcase I’d mated with, they had no mother at all.

      “Yes!” They shouted in unison.

      “What if she makes you eat broccoli every day? What then?”

      “You make us eat it, Daddy!” Adam said.

      Not very successfully. “Hmmm. What if she makes you clean the toilets with your hands?” I asked as I pulled into our driveway.

      “She wouldn’t!” Beth pounded the back of my seat. “It’s not like Cinderella, Daddy! You would pick a nice lady!”

      I didn’t do such a great job the first go around. I promised myself I wouldn’t bash my ex to the kids, no matter how tempting. When I was with my family or friends, all bets were off. If I had a few beers in close succession, I called her some pretty creative names.

      I opened the door to the backseat to let the kids out. “She might! What if… she tickles you all day, like this?” I grabbed each kid and flipped them upside down. I was done discussing my love life with my kids.

      By 9 p.m. the kids were asleep, and I was alone. No one to talk to, no one to watch TV with, and no one to sleep with. I didn’t miss my ex, not really. She sucked for leaving her kids—there was no way to sugarcoat what she’d done. But I did miss having another adult in the house.

      Maybe dating wouldn’t be such a bad idea.
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        * * *

      

      The next day the entire family got together to swim at the lake. I dumped a few dozen hot dogs onto the grill. “The kids want a mom,” I said to my mother.

      “They’re right.” My mom tapped me on the chest. “Those cubs do need a mom.”

      I looked over at my kids where they were digging in the sandy dirt with their cousins. “I thought I was doing fine.”

      “Luke Thomas. You know that is not what I meant,” my mom scolded. “A grandmother and two aunts are not the same as a mother, no matter how invested they are.” My mom’s eyes widened. She clapped her hands together. “I know just the person.”

      Oh good Lord. Why had I told my mother? The air was cool enough, but between the heat from the grill and my mother’s meddling, my temperature was about a thousand degrees. “Mom, please don’t set me up on any dates. I don’t want it to get awkward.” Like the time one of the preschool teachers was interested. Or the mom of one of Beth’s friends. Or one of the female firefighters.

      My mom added a few more hot dogs to the grill. She never thought we had enough food. To her credit, feeding a sleuth of bear shifters was not an easy task.

      “I’m not setting you up on a date,” she said, squeezing my arms. “There’s a professional matchmaker in Fayetteville. I just saw it on the news! And I know her.”

      I rammed a fork through one of the hot dogs at the edge of the grill. “A professional matchmaker?” I wiped the sweat from my forehead. “What the hell—is there a degree for that now?”

      “She has a degree in sociology and psychology, and a master’s in social work. She understands human behavior.”

      A breeze drifted by, but it did nothing to help me cool my heated skin. “I’m not human.”

      “Well any woman you meet most likely will be and while mating is forbidden, it’s important for you to get back on the horse, metaphorically speaking.”

      “If you think I need therapy, just say so.” I wasn’t opposed to that. I’d gone after a few brutal missions when I was working with my MASK unit. “But I’m not going to date a human just for kicks.”

      “Would you please listen? She’s not a therapist. She matches you with a compatible woman. It’s much more reliable than a blind date. Plus the elders have been more lenient lately, with dwindling shifter numbers at all. And you’re not in special forces anymore, so it won’t get in the way of your career.”

      I scooped all the hot dogs off the grill. I had to get away from my mom before she had a wedding planned for a non-existent wife.

      “If you found someone, she could help with the kids,” my sister said, laying her chin on top of my shoulder.

      I jumped into the air. “Where did you come from? Were you eavesdropping?” I whacked my sister with a spatula. “And that is not why I’d date.” My family must be getting desperate if they were open to matching me with a human.

      My sister stuck a piece of cheese in her mouth. “Just sayin’.”

      It sounded like a fucking nightmare.

      “Give it a try. What could it hurt?” Jane said.

      It could hurt a whole lot.
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        * * *

      

      I hadn’t exactly agreed to see the matchmaker. In fact, I gave my mother a very definite no.

      But my mother, sister, and sister-in-law all showed up on Tuesday morning, beaming. They promised my kids a trip to the park, ice cream, and roller skating. So on my only day off, I drove to Fayetteville to pay someone to find me a date. Just how I wanted to spend my free time. On the way, my cousin Jace called me. He lived in Alaska and still served with my old division, MASK Special Ops, so sometimes we talked shop. No mission specifics of course, but that life can be quite isolating, even when you’re not in Alaska.

      To my surprise, he revealed that he’d found his mate and that she was human. I can just imagine the clan elders now, first Jace… and then me?  My mom said they’d become more relaxed out of necessity but I sure wouldn’t like to be the one that pushed them over the edge.

      I did consider the fact that if I got remarried, it would probably make my family’s life easier. They’d feel less pressure to make sure the kids had a female presence. They tried to fill in for my ex—they showed up for class parties, fundraisers, and soccer practices.  I was present as often as possible, but as sheriff, I was constantly getting called away.

      How pathetic was it to have to pay for a date? This matchmaker would probably think I couldn't get one on my own, whereas the opposite was true. I knew it sounded arrogant, but quite a few women had pursued me since my ex bailed. This wasn’t my own opinion, but I’d had at least six women tell me I was a catch, simply because I wasn’t afraid of commitment, I was hard-working, and I liked kids.

      I could not believe I was doing this.

      Buck up. It’s for your kids. You walk into burning buildings. You’ve run covert operations in deadly locations. You can face a matchmaker.

      The matchmaker already had the door open when I got out of my car. “You must be Luke!” Her smile was wide. “I was so excited to hear from your mother.”

      Here goes nothing.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            

          

          
            VICTORIA

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      “I have found the perfect man for you,” the matchmaker said as she peered at me over her glasses. “However, I don’t want you to immediately discount him because of his location.”

      Another day, another mimosa at Victory Matchmaking. This one was sweeter rather than bitter. “Now I’m curious.”

      “He’s in Arkansas,” she said, speaking quickly. “If you’ll give it a chance, then--”

      I held up my hand. I didn’t need someone to convince me the south could be a decent place to live. “I’m from south Arkansas. My grandmother lived in Fayetteville. I spent a lot of time there growing up.”

      She adjusted her glasses and blinked at me a few times. “You’re from Arkansas? I had no idea.”

      “No one does.” At least she was too professional to make the usual jokes about me having all my teeth and wearing shoes. And she didn’t comment on my lack of accent. I didn’t work to drop my southern twang because I was ashamed. I dropped it because I wanted clients to focus on my work, and not the way I talked.

      She handed over a sealed folder. “He’s thirty-four and a former military officer. He’s currently the elected sheriff in Pine River, a volunteer firefighter and he has two children, ages five and six. His ex-wife has no contact. He does have a lot of extended family living in the area, and he owns his home.”

      She stopped short of actually telling me his name. She explained the agency prefers to remove the temptation for clients to internet stalk their dates before meeting them. They found it makes clients more receptive to their matches. Although it irked me slightly, I understood sometimes too much information can be a bad thing.

      It sounded like she’d made this guy up for me. I was a little nervous about the kids, but not opposed. “When do I meet him?”

      “As soon as you’re ready. The agency will set up a plane ticket and hotel for you.” She kept talking, explaining the process for the first date, but I couldn’t focus. My mind skipped ahead. I didn’t want to fly down to Arkansas, spend the weekend with a guy, and then come back to the city. I wanted a change in my life.

      A very big change. “You know what? Go ahead and make the arrangements. But don’t get me a return ticket. This is going to sound crazy, but I’m going to go stay in Arkansas for a while. I could use a break from the city. I’m going to give this a shot.”

      Her eyebrows shot up. “Ah. Okay. I didn’t expect that. But we will certainly do whatever we can to accommodate you.”

      Thank goodness this was confidential. I would not be telling anyone else I was moving, however temporarily, to another state to go on a date with a man I’d never met.

      Because that was one-hundred percent crazy.

      If any friend of mine told me she was moving for a blind date, I’d stage an intervention. I’d call her family, her friends, her co-workers—anyone I could think of to make her stop.

      But a guy was only a small portion of my motivation. When I moved to New York City, I’d loved everything it had to offer. I took nothing for granted. Not the theater, or the museums, or the opportunities. But the life I lived now was nothing like that. I worked, and I went out.

      I was sick of the social engineering. Of the jockeying for party invites. I didn’t want any more dinner parties or weekends in the Hamptons or ferry rides to Nantucket. I didn’t want to attend a gala, or sit on a board.

      I wanted a normal life, like the one I had growing up. I wanted a family, with kids that I drove to school each day. I didn’t want my future kids on a waiting list—since birth—for a Kindergarten where the moms wanted to one-up each other. I wanted to come home to a house with a swing set, and I wanted to go for a bike ride, or to a movie on a date night with the father of my children.

      New York City could be a great place to raise a kid, if that’s what you wanted. But I needed a break. That evening, it struck me as I packed my bags that I had nothing to care for here. No pets. No plants. No partner. No children. I’d hired the right people to run my company while I was away, and it really was time to go.

      I might not have anyone depending on me directly, but I did owe Aria a phone call. My Director of Operations kept me on track when my left brain overpowered my right, and I locked myself away creating designs, instead of managing a company. She kept an eye on every department, and brought some of my pie-in-the-sky ideas back down to earth. Without her, our profits wouldn't be nearly so high.

      “What’s up, boss?” she said over the speaker.

      “Hi, Aria. I’m going out of town for a while.”

      “The conference in Paris isn’t until August. Wait.” There was a loud scuffling sound as she picked up the phone. “Are you going on vacation? I’m going to forbid you from taking your laptop. You know we have it covered.”

      “It’s a working vacation. I’m going home to Arkansas for a while.”

      “But your parents are in Canada.”

      “Yes. I saw them last month.”

      “So…”

      “Are you trying to ask me why I’d willingly visit Arkansas?”

      “I didn’t say that...”

      I laughed. “Arkansas is wonderful. The landscapes are breathtaking, the people are nice, and there are very few crowds anywhere.”

      We chatted for a few more minutes about specific projects we had open, and then we said goodbye. I was in a daze on the way to the airport, and while waiting to board. I couldn’t believe I was about to leave the state for a man. But I wasn’t turning back now.

      I cleaned out my inbox and left an out-of-office message on my email and voicemail, but I checked my email one last time before the plane took off.

      There was one email, from my CFO. She usually stuck to our office Slack program for sending me messages. Maybe Slack was down. I’d go ahead and read it before I was unavailable for a few hours.

      Hi Victoria,

      I’ve attached the notes from our strategy meeting, i.e. expanding our non-profit charity scholarship program. Let me know what you think.

      We just met yesterday to discuss expanding our scholarship program for girls who were interested in web development. I clicked on the attachment, eager to see the summary of our meeting, and any other ideas she’d had. Odd. It wasn’t the notes from the strategy meeting. It was an article—a lovely write up highlighting the rapid growth of our company, with details about our recent expansion.

      She must have attached the wrong document, which wasn’t like her at all. I’d have to ask her about it later.

      For now, I had three hours to relax and drop my NYC mindset before embarking on this new adventure.
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        * * *

      

      In Pine River, I found a charming restaurant called the Apple Pie Diner. Or it was lovely until it caught on fire. Right as I bit into their spicy chicken sandwich, I smelled smoke.

      A second later, two waiters shoved the doors open. “Get outside! Go! Run!” they screamed.

      I didn’t run, but I did go to the patio. Above the roof, a thin line of gray smoke hovered in the air.

      A truck yanked to a stop in front of the building, and a man wearing full firefighting gear, minus the helmet, jumped out of the truck. He was stunning, even with the thick gear on. His brown hair was full, his jaw was strong, and his skin was a pretty tan, with just a little scruff on his face. My eyes met his as he pushed his way into the building. He was back out soon after, but this time he grabbed a ladder from his truck.
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