
  
    [image: Playing to Win]
  

  
    
      Playing to Win

      The Real Werewives of Alaska Book Five

    

    
      
        Kristen Strassel

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

  

  
    
      
        
        All Rights Reserved

        Copyright © 2018 Kristen Strassel All Rights Reserved. This is a work of fiction. All characters appearing in this work are fictitious. Any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental. No part of this publication may be reproduced in any manner without the express written consent of the publisher, except in the case of brief excerpts in critical reviews or articles. All inquiries should be addressed to kristen@kristenstrassel.com

      

      

      

      
        
        Strassel, Kristen. Playing to Win (The Real Werewives of Alaska - Book Five)

        Cover design by Dee J. Holmes of Bad Unicorn Design

        Sign up for Kristen’s newsletter and get all the latest gossip!

      

      

      [image: Vellum flower icon] Created with Vellum

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Contents

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Blurb

      

    

    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

    

    
      
        Intercepting Christmas

      

      
        Also by Kristen Strassel

      

    

    

  

  
    
      Playing to Win

      When I lose a game of strip poker, I expect the fun to end at the table. But for the three bear shifters that are my formidable opponents, it’s just the beginning.

      I didn’t come to The Real Werewives to find a forever mate. I’m hiding from hitmen who think I stole their money. The last thing I can do is star in my own episode.

      These offensive linemen have decided I’m their mate, and the only way I can stay with the show is to go on a date with each of them. They’ve laid their cards on the table. They want me.

      Troy—the dapper one.

      Corey—the downhome one.

      Steele—the dangerous one.

      I’m faced with an impossible choice. Choose one of them or keep running.

      What will happen when they find out who I really am? These bears protect their quarterback every week, and but will they protect me when my dangerous past catches up to me in Alaska?

      This is the wildest game I’ve ever played, and I’m all out of second chances. Good thing my three bears play to win.
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      Sometime in the Middle of the Season…

      Shauna

      The game moved a lot faster when I was the one playing it. Or maybe I was a little distracted by the three giant bear shifters sitting at the table with me.

      A girl had priorities, after all.

      I couldn’t be mad that I’d lost yet another round as three sets of eyes followed my fingers as they took a slow, lazy trip down my leg to hook into my sock. Distraction was my favorite medium. I’d learned the tricks of the trade on the Las Vegas Strip, first working as a showgirl, but that wasn’t where the money was. My ex-boyfriend was a professional poker player and he used me as his foil to tip the scales in his favor. Professional didn’t mean he was good, or even ethical. It meant he’d made enough money playing the game to survive, by whatever means necessary.

      Until he managed to royally piss off some casino guys with a mafia complex. Our racket ended the morning they broke down our apartment door, demanding we give them back the money we no longer had. So I did what I always had before when I got myself into a sticky situation—I ran. After catching the first bus out of town, I saw an ad for The Real Werewives of Alaska on my phone. Holiday Falls became my new destination, and here I was, trying to prove I had what it took to be a Real Werewife.

      And these bears were beating me at my own game.

      “Are you gonna look at your cards or are you just taking something else off?” Steele winked at me. The biggest of the three men still had all his clothes on. The only delicious hint of skin he flashed was a muscular forearm. It was covered with tattoos. I salivated, wondering what else he’d decorated. He might consider it a win, but I didn’t.

      I narrowed my eyes at him, our gazes locking into a dangerous magnetic pull before I picked up the four cards in front of me. Distraction. It’s the name of the game. “Why would I make this easy on you?”

      He rumbled. It was the sexiest noise ever, and one of the many reasons those of us who’d signed up for The Real Werewives of Alaska were falling head over heels in lust with these guys. Lust was more than enough for me. I couldn’t weigh any unsuspecting shifter down with my baggage. I’d never mastered the art of packing light, especially when it came to my past.

      “I’ll give you some advice.” His voice was still tipped with that irresistible vibration. “Don’t make anything easy on any of us. We’re football players. We love the game.”

      When I looked up again, his gaze hadn’t wavered. I forced myself to look away from Steele, taking in a quick sip of Corey to his left and Troy to his right. The three men couldn’t be more different. Corey gave me a slow grin, but it didn’t make him any less wild with his long blonde hair and wide, bare shoulders. Troy winked at me. He thought he’d be cute and take his shirt off first, putting his vest back on over his dark, ripped chest.  His head was shaved, but he had a beard. And the most piercing dark eyes I’d ever seen. Each man set off a series of little explosions deep inside that had me squirming in my seat.

      I was already down to my lacy bra, my nipples painfully straining against the fabric, begging for someone, anyone’s touch. I’d worn a lot less in public many times, but I’d never shared this kind of electricity with my audience. My body was writing checks my gambling prowess couldn’t cash. These bears knew they had me exactly where they wanted me.

      And I liked it way too much.

      Oh yeah, the cards. At least someone was distracted. Too bad it was me.

      Three tens. An eight and a nine of hearts. Not a bad hand. It gave me some options. I snuck another peek at the guys. They were all so ruggedly beautiful. I’d already won this game.

      Professional football players had some serious poker faces. And none of them were really interested in the card game. The only move they wanted to see was what I’d take off next.

      Which made my strategy that much more important. These bears weren’t the only ones who wanted to see some skin. The heart cards were my best bet. I discarded the ten of spades and clubs. Troy pushed two more cards at me. A seven of hearts and a three of spades. Nice. I grinned before laying down my hand.

      The bra should make it through the round. I still wore my skirt, my panties, and the disapproving scowl of Tessa Williams, the producer of The Real Werewives of Alaska.

      On the surface, running to a reality TV show might not seem like the brightest strategy for hiding from the thugs who were hoping to collect on my ex’s gambling debts. But in gambling, the greatest risk reaped the biggest rewards. Or an unmitigated disaster, but I didn’t have time for that kind of negative energy. I was hiding in plain sight. Deception, remember? It was supposed to be my specialty. If I pulled off my grand scheme, I’d never be on camera long enough to get anyone’s attention.

      I could already check off changing my name and bleaching the bejesus out of my hair. Those thugs would have to be paying a whole lot of attention to a reality dating show to catch me if I actually got any screen time.

      Troy flipped over his cards. A royal flush. Seriously? Corey had two jacks and two queens. And Steele, that magnificent bastard, had four aces.

      “This game is totally rigged,” I rolled my eyes dramatically, making sure to give Tessa and her camera a grin before I stood to take off my skirt.

      “No it’s not, darlin’.” Oh, I liked the way Troy said darlin’, with a slight hint of a southern drawl. “It’s a game of luck. And right now, we’re about to get lucky.”

      “That’s enough. Cut.” Tessa waved her arms before I got the skirt over my hips. The groan emitted from the other side of the table was so satisfying. “We can’t show this on TV.”

      “There’s an easy solution for that,” I said as I let my skirt drop. “Don’t.”

      Steele cocked an eyebrow, calling bullshit. But his gaze settled on my bare butt cheek. “I’m pretty sure I’ve seen much worse on shows like this.”

      “C’mon, Tessa, things are just starting to get good.” Corey grinned at her. It would’ve worked on me, but apparently Tessa’s heart had been poured from concrete. “Can’t you blur out the good stuff?"

      If Tessa had superpowers, she would’ve obliterated me with her stare. But the fact that I was still standing proved she was human. Some of the Werewives thought Tessa had a mom-like vibe, and maybe that was true, but she was the type of mom who always busted my ass over every little thing. She knew I had something to hide and she used it to her advantage.

      She sighed. “Put your clothes on. This game is over. We need to talk.”

      Tessa wasn’t playing. She gave me an epic stare down until I picked my skirt up from around my ankles and pulled it back to my hips. The grumbles from the other side of the table would not sway her. I wasn’t getting dressed simply to appease her. I was a grown-ass woman with needs. If I had better circumstances to choose from, I would’ve taken the bra off too and shimmied in front of her damn camera. Good decisions had never been my strong suit, and I was no stranger to dipping my toes in some very hot water. But if Tessa sent me packing, all I had waiting for me back in Las Vegas were a bunch of angry wannabe mafioso who’d decided I was responsible for repaying my ex-boyfriend’s gambling debt.

      I certainly couldn’t go home.

      The moral of this lesson was gambling was risky as fuck, addicting as hell, and I had to play these cards right because I was all out of second chances.

      The guys grumbled as I followed Tessa out the door and to her van. She had as much of a hold on me as those Vegas goons.

      “You wanted to talk.” I glared at her in the darkness as she pulled out of the parking lot. “What did I do wrong?”

      “The Real Werewives of Alaska is about finding love. You’re taking advantage of the situation.”

      “Every Werewife wants something. Doesn’t make me special.” I couldn’t let on that I was secretly glad for her outrage. My plan was to string production along until those goons who wanted the money I didn’t have moved onto someone with a bigger debt and forgot all about me. And play with some smokin’ hot football players while I passed the time. A girl needed a hobby…or three. “How is a game of strip poker different than hot tub time?”

      Hot tub time had become a running joke on the show—but it was also the universal Real Werewives signal that things were getting serious between a couple. I had some ideas for ways my three bear friends and I could finish our game in that tub that Tessa would most certainly hate.

      “Because a couple goes into the hot tub. Two people. Not four.”

      “But some of the Werewives have been to the hot tub with more than one guy.” Maybe not at the same time, but Tessa’s theory had holes in it big enough to drive the production van through. “Will you show that on their episodes when they find their forever mates?”

      She sighed. “You’re not the first Werewife to think you’re smarter than production. This show is my baby. It’s about finding love, and it’s about the Alaska Bloodhounds. Some of the Werewives think they’ll use it as publicity for whatever they’re here to promote, but once they find their forever mate, that changes.”

      “I’m not promoting anything.” Just hiding, a full-time job on its own.

      “I know why you’re here, Shauna. And that Shauna is not your real name.”

      She didn’t know the whole story. I barely squeaked past the background check. Lucky—or unlucky—for me, the guys who were on my tail weren’t the types to report my offense to any authorities. But I’d insisted production let me use a pseudonym. Just in case I actually did find forever love with an Alaska Bloodhound. Only then would it be necessary to come clean on my shaky past.

      “I’m not good with rules.” I tried to stick to things that weren’t bullshit. Kept me out of trouble.

      “I understand not everyone finds their mates right away. I want you to take this seriously. If you think you like Steele, Corey, and Troy—I’m cool with that. All I’m asking is you take the time to get to know them—”

      “That’s what I was doing.”

      She pulled the van in front of the Werewife Compound, cut the engine, and looked at me. “I want you to go out with them separately. If one of them is your mate, even better. That I can use. But there’s no way I can put a four-way striptease on TV. Or whatever would’ve happened if I didn’t put a stop to it.”

      I breathed a sigh of relief. It was about time all this gambling finally paid off. Tessa bought me precious time I didn’t think I had. I could totally go on a couple of sexy dates with Steele, the giant wall of man whose temples were tipped with gray. Then move on to Corey, with his wild long blond hair and a smile that dripped with sin. And then, like I deserved this much good fortune, there was Troy, who was meticulously put together…and that accent. A shiver went up my spine just thinking about it. Now if I could play by the rules, there was a chance I could get those Vegas goons off my back. And date three sexy as sin bear shifters while I did it.

      But there was absolutely no way I could let any of them think I belonged to anyone.
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      Shauna

      What did I screw up this time? The three people sitting at the table frowned at me. I flashed them a stage-worthy smile and wrung my hands together. “Can I get you another round of drinks?”

      “This isn’t our order.”

      Oh, right. Damn it. I might go down in history as the world’s worst waitress. Four tables a night wasn’t too much to ask. But I was distracted, watching the door for someone from my past to walk through and make me atone for my sins. I was much better at jobs where I took my clothes off, but since signing up for The Real Werewives, I could only do that on camera. With one Alaska Bloodhound at a time.

      “Sorry. Your meal will be here in a minute.” I didn’t bother making excuses anymore. Jenna, my boss, would be pissed. There was no way I could pick up these plates from one table and put them on another—even though the customers had never touched them; that was nasty.

      She raised an eyebrow when the full plates came back into the kitchen.

      “Sorry.” It should’ve been written on my name tag.

      Jenna put down her spatula. “Tell me what’s got you going in circles. Is it one of the Bloodhounds?”

      I shook my head to buy time. Tessa said if anyone on the show found out about the trouble I was in, I had to leave. Something about liability. After all, she was harboring a fugitive. Jenna narrowed her eyes in confusion. Anything that had me this flighty shouldn’t take so long to explain.

      “It’s not one of the Bloodhounds, it’s three of them.”

      She made a noise that sounded like a hum, but nothing I did could shock this woman. She’d snagged Landon Fox’s heart long before the show started, and long before he was willing to admit it. And Fiona, her daughter, showed up in Holiday Falls and turned everything upside down. I was so thankful to have the attention pointed away from me. But after years of dealing with Fiona, Jenna’s bullshit detector was the most defined muscle in her entire body.

      “What happened at the poker tournament?” she asked.

      The tournament was supposed to be for charity. But once Steele suggested upping the ante, so to speak, I’d forgotten all about the good cause and the cameras. That was why Tessa got so pissed last night. Distraction—I was supposed to be using it on other people, not the other way around. “Steele suggested we make it a game of strip poker, and a few other bear shifters who play on the offensive line joined in.”

      “Who won?” Jenna asked.

      I shrugged. “It depends on how you look at it. Tessa hauled me out of there before things got too serious and now she wants me to date all three of them. Separately, of course.”

      “That’s kind of the point of the show.” Yup, Jenna saw right through my bullshit. “Date the guys until there’s a forever mate connection. Now will you tell me what’s wrong? I can’t have you bringing people the wrong orders. Being at Ocho is supposed to feel like having dinner with family. Not like your server can’t be bothered to get your order right.”

      Family was another thing I didn’t know much about, since I ran away from them the first chance I got. That was how I dealt with my problems. I left. And I didn’t have anywhere else to go from here.

      But I couldn’t tell Jenna why I was constantly looking over my shoulder, waiting for my past to catch up with me. “I promise I’ll do better.”

      “Okay.” She put her hand on my shoulder. “The plates are ready to go for the table you screwed up. Offer them free dessert. And when you’re ready to talk, I’m ready to listen.”

      I didn’t deserve all these second chances. I liked to paint myself as the innocent party in the gambling business, that all I did was stand there and flirt, but it wasn’t entirely true. I distracted the players, the dealer, and the pit boss. I gave Jack, my ex, strategies on how to game the system. He played the game, but I played a different one.

      I blinked away tears as I set the plates down. “Save room for dessert. It’s on the house,” I said to my table as the front door opened.

      I gasped every damn time. Expecting the gig to be up.

      So much for not being distracted. Steele, Corey, and Troy, my three bears from last night, filled the tiny restaurant with almost wall-to-wall muscle. Any Alaska Bloodhound sighting was an event, and my table was gawking right along with me. Only difference was the offensive linemen had eyes only for me.

      “Can we get a table?” Troy asked. He was wearing a fedora. Every time I saw him with his clothes on, he was dressed up. The man was a sexy throwback to another era.

      Ocho had eight tables, and the only empty one was in my section. As I led them over to it, I gulped down excitement and dread at the fact that I was going to have to wait on these men. Of course, it was my job, but I had tinglies just thinking about the business I left unfinished last night.

      I lay menus on the table in front of them. “Are the three of you always together?”

      Steele picked up his menu and looked at me over it. “We don’t do everything together.”

      “But the team relies on us to keep the quarterback safe and to execute the play,” Corey said. He traced his finger along the edge of the menu before flicking his gaze up to me. It was partially obscured by the blond hair that hung in his face, but the temperature jumped a few degrees. “That means we need to instinctively trust each other. Know the other guy’s next move before he makes it.”

      Definitely hot in here. These guys would have the windows steamed in no time.

      “Can I get you water?” I certainly needed some.

      The guys nodded, and it gave me a chance to remember I was still at work and had three other tables that needed my attention. And of course, Tessa and her camera crew glaring at me from the corner.

      “You didn’t tell me they did everything together.” I whispered to her as I filled their water glasses.

      Tessa shrugged. “You can still only pick one.”

      I got the water to the table without spilling it, a miracle because my hands were shaking. “Can I take your order?”

      The look Steele gave me obliterated my clothing from the waist down. He had a day’s worth of salt-and-pepper stubble, and the bluest eyes. “I thought all you could get us here was dinner.”

      “That’s right. Maybe a little dessert.” I winked. Tessa was going to wring my neck. “But let’s start with dinner, shall we?”

      “Salad. With honey mustard,” Steele said.

      “Same.” Troy handed me his menu.

      “I’ll have that with salmon,” Corey added.

      Yup, these guys did everything together. It would take everything I had not to think about how I could fit into that equation. “And for your entrée?” I asked.

      They shared a glance, and Troy grinned. “We’re not here for the food, Shauna.”

      Which meant they were here to see me. I let my heart enjoy the butterflies in my stomach while my brain reminded me none of these gorgeous men could ever belong to me.

      Shut up, brain.

      My other tables had cleared by the time the guys’ salads were ready. I sat with them in the empty chair at their table as they dug in. They might not be here for food, but they were hungry for something. The heat that rolled off the bodies surrounding me was enough to make me start stripping again.

      “We had a little talk as we finished the poker game without you last night,” Corey said.

      “Is that so?” I grinned, the images of these three bears naked around a card table would distract me for the rest of my shift. It didn’t occur to me until now these bears might be just like me—looking for a little fun. Nothing serious. “Who won?”

      “We all lost once you left,” Steele said. “But we came to a very important conclusion.”

      I was dying to know what it was, but I couldn’t show my hand that easily. “I’m sure we can find another game to play.”

      “We will.” Corey licked his lips. My mouth watered, knowing they tasted of honey and heat. “All of our bears decided that you are our forever mate.”

      “What do you mean, your bears decided?” I needed to get my hands on a How to Date a Shapeshifter manual pronto. Did such a thing exist? I hadn’t paid much attention to how to make one of them stick around, because I didn’t plan on keeping one of these guys in my life for long. “And what do you mean, forever?”

      That word gave me hives.

      Steele sighed and put his fork down. “Damn it, Corey. We were supposed to ease her into that. Humans get nervous when you start talking about forever.”

      Especially this one. I gulped. “All three of you want me…forever?”

      My bears nodded. After that declaration, I could totally call them mine. At least for the duration of the season. I couldn’t make any promises past that.

      “Ahh…” I didn’t have to turn around to know that a certain someone with a camera thought the idea sucked big hairy bear balls. “I talked to Tessa about that last night, and she said—”

      Steele waved that thought off. “Do you think Tessa knows better than our animals?”

      I glanced back at her. Yup, totally scowling. Big surprise. Then back to the guys. The heat was unbearable. “Can you explain how your animal decides someone is their forever mate?”

      The old me would’ve run. I’d done it before. But this new me, with the blonde hair and the new name, needed to stick around for a while.

      “Our animals are always inside us,” Troy said. He had a faraway look in his eyes. He was a little smaller than the other two guys, and much more refined. “Until we shift. They’re our conscience, and they see things we miss as humans. They’re our truth. They tell us our true desires. And mine is pretty damn insistent that you’re the one.”

      Goosebumps blossomed over my skin.

      “His bear is full of shit.” I’d swear Steele growled. “We’re players, Shauna. We love the game. My bear plays to win.”

      We had that in common. I turned to Corey. I could play this game too. “What’s your animal telling you?”

      “That you’re playing with three men who expect to win.”

      I had to back away from him, or else I would’ve leaned across the table and kissed those honeyed lips. Felt his stubble against my cheek. If I were lucky, he would’ve tangled one of those big hands into my hair and given it a good pull…

      But I was at work and I needed this job, and to stay in the good graces of Tessa Williams for as long as possible.

      “Guys, I’m totally flattered.” Overwhelmed and a little bewildered too. Mostly by the fantasies that ran through my head of what these guys would do to win me over. Definitely not safe for cable TV. They belonged on websites that had a whole lot of x’s in the URL. Not that I frequented those. “But as I was saying, Tessa said I could only go on a date with one of you at a time.”

      My life was much less complicated when I only needed to buy time to stay away from my debt collectors. Now I had to stall three bears who all thought they could lay claim to me for the rest of time.

      “Then go on a date with each of us.” Steele grinned. “And you decide which one of us is your forever mate.”

      Oh, he liked to play dirty. But the ball was in my court. Just where I happened to like it. “What if I choose more than one of you?”

      The guys looked at each other, searching for an answer. Even after that declaration, they all clearly expected to take me as their own.

      I turned to the one who seemed to have all the answers. Tessa. “What happens if I choose more than one of them?”

      “It was bound to happen.” She sighed, looking just as frustrated as the guys. “Try to choose just one, please.”

      I kind of wanted to hug her. She was willing to play this game. “You’ve got to admit, it makes for some awesome TV.”

      She groaned. This could be the first step in my grand plan of never getting an episode. And it would buy me time to consider my next move. There was no way all three of them could claim me, right?

      Corey nudged my shoulder
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