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      I’ve never shied away from a challenge, so when my sister suggests I apply for The Real Werewives, I send in an audition video.

      What are my chances of getting picked? I’m forty and a former racecar driver with a taste for controversy. But a wolf on Colorado Ranch actually chose me as his forever mate. Austin’s got a competitive streak that gets my motor running.

      We dare each other to see who can come up with the best date, but soon I learn this sexy cowboy had his former life ripped away from him. I’m determined to help him heal his wounds because our over-the-top dates might be the only thing that can save Colorado Ranch.

      This is one challenge I absolutely can’t refuse.
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      Blaire

      I’d never shied away from a challenge in my life.

      I had no plan to break that streak when my sister dared me to send an audition tape to The Real Werewives.

      What did I have to lose? I was no stranger to the cameras, the spotlight, or controversy. And at the age of forty, the chances of me actually getting picked were slim.

      Or so I thought.

      Imagine my surprise when I got the phone call from Stephanie Manada, the show’s executive producer. I was sure it was my sister punking me. But according to my lawyer, the contract Stephanie sent after the call was very real. With a deep breath, I scribbled my name on all the dotted lines.

      No backing out now. That was how I rolled. Leaping before I looked.

      A wolf in Colorado thought I might be his forever mate.

      This was nothing like I’d felt behind the wheel of my racecar. Nothing like standing in front of a throng of reporters, answering their ludicrous questions like who the hell I thought I was to set foot on the racetrack.

      There was a good chance my mystery-wolf knew me from those days. He might already have a strong opinion about me. After the crash that ended my career, I wasn’t that woman anymore. And this new Blaire hadn’t exactly found her place in the world without racing. No one was asking me to do sexy photo shoots anymore. Now the headlines—if they could be called that, buried deep in the gossip sites—lamented about how I’d let myself go since I retired.

      I could still kick ass and take names, even if I didn’t go two hundred miles an hour every weekend on the track or pose for pictures in skimpy lingerie anymore.

      But as I stood on the deck of this gorgeous house at Colorado Ranch, those thoughts were taking up major real estate in my head. What would this man think of Blaire Bass the way she was now? Had his wolf chosen a ghost?

      “Blaire, you’ll be having dinner with Austin tonight,” Stephanie announced the other pairings. But I didn’t hear anything but his name. My heart thundered in my chest as the cowboy strode toward me with a grin on his face that set him apart from all the guys who’d tried to lay claim to me before.

      There was no arrogance in that smile, and that simply did not compute.

      I wanted to say something, snatch control of the situation. But for once, I was speechless. There was no denying this man was something other than human, even in his button-down shirt, and form-fitting jeans that left little to the imagination.

      His eyes are up there.

      Under the brim of his hat, they looked gold. Nope, not human at all. I swallowed hard as he held his hand out to me. It was rough and strong as I wanted it to be.

      “I’ve been thinking about you ever since I watched your video,” he said.

      That deep-voiced declaration made me weak in the knees. No wonder Stephanie had been so certain this wolf could claim me. But I couldn’t make it easy on him. Nope, this was the biggest challenge of my life.

      “What have you been thinking about, cowboy?”

      He steeled himself, like he was nervous, too. I prepared myself for him to say that he was a big racing fan, or he’d had posters of me in his man cave, or that I was nothing like his fantasy in real life.

      “I’ve been thinking about what it would be like to finally hold my mate in my arms. And how I’m looking forward to getting to know you.”

      Oh.

      Say something. But Austin had me tongue-tied.

      “Let’s go sit down,” he suggested.

      I nodded, and he led me to a table that overlooked the ranch.

      “How have things been since you arrived at the chalet?” he asked.

      “Amazing. When Stephanie told us we’d be staying at a mountainside inn, I was expecting something with a lot of wood paneling that smelled like mothballs.”

      He laughed.

      “Kind of threw me for a loop with the luxury spa and resort.”

      “We don’t like to half-ass anything around here.” There was a promise in those words. “I hope you’re taking advantage of everything the chalet has to offer.”

      I straightened my leg to show off my freshly-painted purple toenails that matched my peep-toe heels. I’d made a trip to the chalet spa today before the party. This was the first time in a long time I’d had a chance to dress to impress, and I’d pulled out all the stops, wearing a leopard print halter dress with a full skirt, curling my hair, and winging my eyeliner like there was no tomorrow.

      He took a sip of his drink, and his gaze raked over me. First dates hadn’t gotten any less awkward while I was out of the game, especially when there was a camera aimed directly at our table. I always hated small talk. Wasn’t my style.

      If this wolf was right and I was his forever, this would be my last first date. So I only had one chance to get things right.

      “What do you do on the ranch?” I asked.

      “I’m in charge of operations. Well, Saint’s our alpha, so he’s in charge of everything.” He motioned to one of the other tables, where his packmate was sitting with Gretta Goodson, the Werewife I needed to send flowers for knocking me off the first page of the gossip sites. At least I wasn’t the only one who’d brought baggage to Colorado Ranch. “But I run the day-to-day stuff. Take care of inventory. Make sure we have buyers for our harvest. And keep everything running smoothly here and at the chalet.”

      “How long have you done that for?” I didn’t know much about wolf shifters, but I knew that they were fiercely loyal to their packs, and they tended to stick together throughout their lives. After bouncing from race team to race team, that comforted me. I’d traveled so much during racing that I wound up buying an RV. And once everything came to a crashing halt—literally—I didn’t have a place that felt like home.

      “Ever since I came back from the Army. I served for sixteen years.” His eyes darkened from gold to the color of the earth. Interesting.

      “Were you in charge of operations there too?”

      He huffed out a breath. “I wish.” But he didn’t elaborate. Okay, he didn’t want to talk about the Army. Got it.

      “I was a racecar driver.” Even with the waves of publicity, I never assumed anyone knew or cared who I was. Racing was a niche sport, and its own little universe.

      “I know. I did a little research after watching your audition video.” Which meant he knew why I wasn’t racing anymore, and my struggles after leaving the track.

      “That’s not fair,” I teased. “I didn’t get any information on you until we got here.” Stephanie had had the Werewives watch videos of each of the wolves. I was pleased when Austin had approached me because he’d been my favorite.

      He raised a brow. The sparkle had returned to his eyes. “Disappointed?”

      “Hardly.”

      “I would think a woman like you is a little bit of an adrenaline junkie.” He leaned forward. “Am I right?”

      It wasn’t the first time this wolf made my heart race. I’d missed the feeling. “I like the thrill of the chase.”

      That grin was dripping with all the right kinds of sin. The kind I wanted to lick off my fingers.

      I could not make this easy on him. And I definitely could not sleep with him on the first date. It never got me what I wanted. “What about you?”

      “Every wolf loves the hunt.”
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      Austin

      “When will I meet your mate?” If I hadn’t helped Saint track down the head of The Real Werewives production myself, no one would be able to convince me that my mother hadn’t arranged for the show to come to Colorado Ranch. “I can’t go to the grave without a grandchild.”

      I groaned. The mercantile was my mother’s turf, and anyone who entered was just visiting. “I haven’t taken her out on a date yet.”

      “What are you waiting for?” Mom had already gone to work, arranging flowers at the entrance of the store. The wolves around here hadn’t much cause to celebrate lately, but she was a hopeless romantic. “The cameras are here and ready for you boys to claim these ladies. I know, it’s a lot after not finding her for so long. But she’s here, Austin. It’s time to listen to your wolf and save this pack.”

      “Doesn’t exactly work like that.” There was no telling Mom anything, which was part of her charm. “There’s a schedule, and we have to wait for an available camera crew to go with us on the date.”

      “Where are you taking her?”

      I blew out a long breath. “Good question.”

      I hadn’t dated much since I’d come back to the ranch. The pack had already come to the realization there were no mate matches with our she-wolves, and they hadn’t had much luck with nearby packs, either. Until we went knocking on The Real Werewives’ door, dating a human was absolutely out of the question for me. The only reason I’d agreed to do this was to help the pack save our ranch.

      “There are so many options. You don’t even have to leave the ranch. Sunset Springs is really cute—”

      “Maybe you should quit the mercantile and work for the chamber of commerce.”

      She waved me off. “I belong here, in The Village. I want to see you happy.”

      “I am.”

      “You’re meant for more than this.” She rubbed my arm. “Don’t sell yourself short.”

      My animal clawed at me every time we went down this road, wanting out. But I’d deny him, yet again. I couldn’t tell her that Saint had me doing surveillance on the other packs in our council, and that being a wolf on Colorado Ranch had never been more dangerous. That wasn’t the type of thing Jenny Connors would keep a secret.

      “Tell me about her,” Mom commanded when I didn’t answer.

      “She’s gorgeous. She looks like she stepped out of one of those old-fashioned pin-up calendars.” Blaire’s body was soft and curvy in all the right places. She had red hair, green eyes, and a spattering of pale freckles on the bridge of her nose. I kept thinking about the way her bright red lips curled up when she said she liked the thrill of the chase, and what those lips would taste like when I kissed her. “She used to drive racecars.”

      “I like her already.” She shoved a bunch of flowers at me. “Bring these to her and tell her you’re taking her out.”

      “Will your name be listed as a producer on my episode of the show?”

      “If that’s what it takes to finally get a grandbaby, give me a camera, and I’ll film the damn dates myself.”

      “That wouldn’t be awkward at all.” I gave Mom a kiss on the cheek before heading to my cabin, flowers in hand. I didn’t have plans to head to the chalet tonight, but now I had these flowers and nothing to do with them…

      Damn, that woman was good.

      The chalet was quiet when I arrived. The Real Werewives had taken over, and it felt foreign. I knocked on the door to the office, and Stephanie looked up from her computer.

      “You didn’t need to bring me flowers,” she teased.

      I looked down at the hopeful bunch of blooms in my hand and held them out to her. “My mother sent me over here with them. Guess she thought it would be enough to sweep Blaire off her feet. But I actually came looking for you, even though I expected you to be out with one of the couples.”

      “I sent Tina out with Levi and Sunny tonight. What’s up?” She considered the flowers and put them into an empty glass on her desk.

      “Can I talk to you?”

      “Anytime. Can I make it part of your episode?”

      My first instinct was to say no. When I left the Army, I knew I had to come home. But things didn’t go back to normal. I’d changed, and so had Colorado Ranch. Coming back here didn’t protect me from my demons. Do it, my wolf begged. Maybe The Real Werewives will be the ones to help you finally find peace.

      I might not trust myself, but I always trusted my wolf. “Yeah, you can.”

      Stephanie’s face brightened as she got up from behind her bank of computers. “Good. I don’t often get to talk to the guys as candidly as I do the Werewives. That often leaves us with a lot of questions about how you’re feeling as the relationship progresses. The viewers want more behind the scenes with the shifters. They want to get inside your head.”

      “Not sure that’s a good idea.”

      “Remember, you have final say over your episode. I won’t make anything public that can put the pack in danger.”

      It wasn’t the pack I was worried about.

      The confessional was a tiny room with two chairs and a camera set up. She had to stand on an apple box to adjust the microphone over my head so it didn’t show in her shot. She gazed into the monitor and nodded with satisfaction before taking the seat across from me.

      She turned on a tablet and tapped the screen before looking up at me. “Usually, I know what I want to talk to the Werewives about, or I have a good idea what’s on their mind when they come to me, which usually happens later in the season. But you’re a complete wildcard, Austin. What’s up?”

      “I think Blaire and I got off to a good start the other night.”

      Stephanie nodded. “I just went over the footage. Definitely a connection there.”

      My wolf rumbled in appreciation. “I’m a little apprehensive about mating with a human.”

      The optimism drained from Stephanie’s face. “Did you discuss that with Saint before agreeing to be one of the wolves on the show?”

      “He knows how I feel about humans.” And that I’d spent the last ten years avoiding them.

      “Then why did you say you’d do it?”

      “Because my wolf wouldn’t let me say no. He knew my mate was human, which is pretty ironic.” I shook my head.

      Stephanie tipped her head. “Do you want to talk about why you have some apprehension around humans? Maybe I can dispel some of those myths for you?”

      “I came to talk about Blaire.” My words were clipped. I was here to save the pack. For my fellow wolves, I could push my boundaries. I wasn’t here to spill my guts. Stephanie just needed a basic understanding of the situation so we could move forward.

      “How do you feel about your next date?”

      Damn, she was good. “A little intimidated. Blaire’s lived a big life, and I’m not sure what I can do that will measure up to what she’s used to.”

      Stephanie set the tablet down. “I’m really glad you came to talk to me. This is a common problem when the connection is first made. Not just this season. Javier did this when we started our dates. The Werewives didn’t come here because they want more of the same. They came for something different. Even if they’re not familiar with pack life, they know that it means stability. A strong sense of home. Especially this season. We have a lot of women at a crossroads. Later in life. They’re looking for an anchor. The last thing they’re doing is settling. I’m pretty sure this season’s Werewife lineup could take over the world if they wanted to.”

      “How do I impress a woman like that?”

      “By being you.” She sized me up. “What would your ultimate date with a woman like her be?”

      “Way to turn it around.” I chuckled. “I want her to be surprised. To keep her on her toes.”

      “You can do that. Why don’t you write a note to pique her interest, and I’ll give it to her with the flowers? She won’t be expecting that.”

      “Good idea.” Didn’t solve the date problem, but it gave me a little time to think. “Are we done?”

      “If you’ve said everything you have on your mind.”

      Not even close, but I felt better. Once we got back to the office, I took a pen and paper and wrote Looking forward to chasing you and handed it to Stephanie before I had a chance to overthink it.

      Now I had to make good on my promise. My cabin was always too quiet. I’d gotten used to a loud house growing up, with my parents, brother, and sister. But my sister had mated with a wolf in another pack, and we only saw her on holidays. We didn’t know what happened to my brother. One day he went out for a run and never came back.

      I turned on my computer. I didn’t do much research anymore, not until Saint had asked me to help him track down The Real Werewives crew when they were filming last season. He’d gone through the regular channels and hadn’t got an answer. Pissed us off at first, but now that I saw the behind the scenes of the Werewives operation, I understood. This was a huge production. When the council packs didn’t agree to extend our treaty, he asked me to look into if they had any conflicting interests. I’d been reluctant, but I wouldn’t deny my alpha. But we were headed into dangerous territory.

      After my wolf chose Blaire from her audition video, I promised myself I wouldn’t look her up online. I wanted our relationship to unfold naturally. Like we’d met each other by chance. But I didn’t have the luxury of that kind of time. If I couldn’t win this human woman over, I could lose everything.

      The Werewives were breaking all my rules.

      On the last search, I’d discovered she’d been a racecar driver. This time, there was no shortage of results. The first place I clicked was images. A very different woman from the one I’d had drinks with the other night stared at me from the screen. Blaire in her various racing uniforms, and then more pictures of her in lacy bras and panties. My wolf growled, because she looked unhappy in these photos. Empty. If I’d met her then, I wouldn’t have chosen her as my mate.

      I clicked back to the articles. “Blaire Bass lets herself go.” “Blaire Bass—retired or fired?” “Sponsors shying away from Blaire Bass after retirement.”

      I wanted to smash the screen, but I made myself read the articles. The headlines were clickbait, pure and simple. If anyone bothered to read the article instead of looking at the badly photoshopped pictures, they’d learn that she left the sport because she’d been in a life-threatening accident.

      Damn. We had more in common than I thought.
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      Blaire

      “How are you feeling?” In the short time the Werewives had been at the chalet, we’d already come to expect Stephanie’s signature question.

      “I’d be feeling a lot better if I knew where Austin was taking me.” I crossed my denim-clad arms over my chest. All I had for a hint was a cute note attached to a vase of flowers. He wanted to chase me. Game on, wolf. Tonight, he’d have an easy time catching me in my fire-engine-red high-heeled sandals and my halter dress with the lipstick lips pattern on it. I’d gained weight after going into retirement, and pinup dresses made me feel sexy while hiding the parts of me my detractors considered flaws. Double win. The nights got cool in the mountain basin, so I topped the dress with my jean jacket.

      “He wants it to be a surprise.”

      I harrumphed and looked away from her. I was no stranger to playing to the camera, and this was all in good fun. I wanted to keep the viewers guessing too. On the racetrack, there had been many people rooting for me to lose, and something told me they hadn’t switched to Team Blaire since I became a Werewife.

      “He thought you might like that,” she added when I didn’t answer. “How has Austin surprised you so far?”

      We’d only had the one group date, where everyone and everything was unfamiliar. But every time I closed my eyes, the image of those gold eyes, glowing with the reflection of the string lights, was waiting for me, along with his crooked grin that promised many more surprises. Which would make me think about the way his muscles strained against his shirt…

      “I’ve dated plenty of men I’d consider dogs, but never a wolf shifter.” That got a grin out of Stephanie. “Something tells me I should’ve kicked humans to the curb a lot sooner.”

      “Maybe you had to wait to find him. You wouldn’t have appreciated him if you met him before now.”

      “Probably not.” I couldn’t admit she was right that easily. My arrogance had been my armor when I was racing. The ladies who raced were a small, tight-knit sorority, and my invitation had been lost in the mail. So I’d been on my own, blazing my own trail. I had a reputation for being as fast in my relationships as I was in my racecar.

      I promised myself things would be different this time. I had something to prove.

      Stephanie squinted, shielded her eyes, and focused on the driveway. “I think this is him now.”

      I’d expected Austin to show up in a pickup truck. The vintage convertible coupe was the first surprise.

      “Are we able to put cameras on the dash?” Tina asked.

      “As long as you can take them out,” he said.

      “Is this your car?” It was an aqua and white Chevy, and if I were to wager a guess, made somewhere in the late 1950s. I didn’t know what was more impressive—the car or the cowboy driving it.

      “I wish.” He ran his hand over the hood. “Borrowed it for the night. I had a feeling a woman like you would appreciate a ’57 Bel Air.”

      “It’s gorgeous. But I’m a little disappointed you’re not wearing your cowboy hat,” I teased. Austin’s hair was still military issue short, pepper sprinkled with a little salt. It never ceased to amaze me how much that did it for me as I got older.

      The skin around his eyes crinkled when he smiled. “I was wearing it, but it flew off somewhere on the ranch.”

      “Phhhtt.” I waved my hand and it landed on his very solid arm. Some of the Werewives who’d already been out with their wolves gushed about the way their wolves rumbled when things got sexy, but my first contact with this wall of muscle was enough to get my engine purring. “Those hats are no joke. You’d never let one go like that.”

      “Busted.” His body tensed when I didn’t move my hand right away. Maybe I was being too forward. Things moved differently on Colorado Ranch. But my doubts dissipated when he leaned in and kissed my cheek. “I was so excited about surprising you I forgot to say how gorgeous you look.”

      “You can tell me anytime.”

      “Oh, believe me, I will.” He stepped back and opened the door to the car. Yeah, things were different here. The last man who opened a car door for me was my grandpa. “You might get sick of hearing it.”

      “Challenge accepted.” My post-racing body was starving for this kind of praise. The internet, magazine racks at grocery checkout lines, and gossip shows on TV had become landmines for my self-esteem. So many people were rooting for me to fail, and they declared I’d let myself go after I retired. Hardly. After having surgery for a spinal fracture, I couldn’t exactly go into beast mode at the gym anymore. “I’ll just use it as an opportunity to tell you how handsome you are.”

      He paused before getting into the driver’s seat. “You think I’m handsome?”

      “Yeah. Don’t you have mirrors on this ranch?”

      He shrugged as he turned the key into the ignition. The roar of the engine was the second most satisfying thing happening on this ranch. “Haven’t made a habit of spending much time around them.”

      “That’s okay. I’ll admire you.”

      “We’ll…just follow in the van?” Stephanie asked. I’d already forgotten all about the crew. I was ready to break my promise to myself and tell them to take a hike. No, I couldn’t make this easy on him… “Can you tell us where you’re headed?”

      A slow smile spread over his face. “That would ruin the surprise. I promise I’ll go slow.”

      I crossed my legs and groaned.

      Austin pulled away from the chalet. I captured my hair with my hand, remembering there was a tie in my jacket pocket. Men didn’t think about things like hairdos when it came to convertibles. It was a small price to pay for this amazing start to the night.

      The sun was just starting to set, painting the sky in sherbet tones as we drove toward Sunset Springs. How appropriate.

      “Have you been into town yet?” he asked.

      “Nope. I’ve been busy with Werewife orientation.”

      “Sounds serious. What does that entail?”

      “A lot of Stephanie asking us about our feelings.” I looked behind us and waved at the van.

      “How are you feeling?” he asked.

      “Did she put you up to that?” I narrowed my eyes at him. Tina had installed little cameras on the dash, and I’d been mic’d before Austin arrived.

      “No. I actually want to know.”

      The craziest thing was I believed him. “Curious about where you’re taking me.”

      “You’re not much for surprises.” He put the blinker on and let traffic pass before he turned into the parking lot of a pizza joint. “First stop. What do you like on your pie?”

      “Goat cheese and banana peppers.”

      He startled. “You can put that on pizza?”

      “You can put anything on pizza. Are you a pepperoni guy?”

      “Sausage and onion. But we can do things your way.” He came around to my side of the car and let me out. It seemed a little much, considering the venue, but ever since I’d arrived at Colorado Ranch I felt like I’d entered an alternate universe so I was just going to roll with it.

      “We could get both,” I suggested as we walked into the restaurant. “Leftover pizza never sucks.”

      “I’m gonna like hanging out with you, Blaire Bass.” A few heads turned when he said my name, but he didn’t notice. He was holding the door open for the Werewives crew.

      “What are we doing here?” Tina wrinkled her nose in confusion. “You look way too cute for a place like this.”

      “It’s our first stop. Put your order in. The night’s just getting started.”

      “Can we get mozzarella sticks too?” I probably should’ve said it a little more quietly, since those people who recognized my name were still gawking. I could already imagine the headlines, which would be total bullshit unless they read Blaire Bass enjoys pizza with a smokin’ hot cowboy and doesn’t give one single damn what you think.

      The second part would take some work, but the lead-in was one hundred percent accurate.

      “Is that Sterling and Tiffany?” I squinted toward the corner. A camera crew was set up and the couple at the table…didn’t exactly look like they were on a date. Tiffany was my roommate, and she’d spent most of her time at the chalet finding fault with everything Werewives related.

      “Looks like it.” He raised his hand to wave, but I grabbed it. Maybe Sterling could’ve used the intervention, but I could feel Tiffany’s bad vibes from here, and I would not let her ruin our date. Austin gave me a puzzled look.

      “I don’t want to interrupt.”

      “Mmmm.” His attention was back on me. “I wasn’t exactly looking for company tonight.”

      Thankfully, our order was ready in minutes, and we went back to the car. Even with the convertible, the smell was heavenly.

      “I can’t lie, I was a little intimidated having to plan the first date with you before I had a chance to really get to know you. You’re kind of a legend. Those people in that restaurant knew who you were.”

      “It never gets less weird.” I sighed. “After our show airs, they’ll know who you are too.”

      He bristled. Interesting.

      “How did you get into racing?” he asked.

      “On a dare.” Which was how I’d made many of my important life choices. “I started driving go-karts to impress some stupid boy, and I turned out to be really good at it. The passion lasted longer than he did. Someone suggested I couldn’t handle racing school, and I had to prove them wrong. And I’ve never stopped trying to prove people wrong since.”

      “What have you been doing after racing?”

      I hated that question. It took me a long time to recover after the accident. I’d finally found something I couldn’t beat—my own body. Depression hit as hard as the wall that took me out of the sport as I rehabbed from the accident. My sponsorships disappeared, and then I found out my financial guru was an expert at putting my money in his pocket.

      To say I’d been humbled was an understatement, but that would be a total buzzkill for this so-far perfect night.

      “I’ve been looking for the place I belong.”

      “What made you audition for the Werewives?” he asked.

      I grinned. Sounded like another Stephanie question, but even if Austin was apprehensive, he was genuine. He had no idea how much I appreciated that.

      “Another dare, if you’d believe that. I told my sister that I was planning on getting a lot of cats and being a really eccentric old lady, and she knew I would never back down from a challenge. So if this works out, you should address the thank you card to Becky.”

      “Things will work out. I’m gonna owe Becky big time.” He chuckled as he slowed the car and put on his blinker.

      The sign in front of us was probably as old as this car, and just as well kept. The Sunset Drive-In was having creature double-feature night. Tonight’s showing was Attack of the Killer Tomatoes and a Godzilla movie.

      Yeah, Becky was getting a big thank you for talking me into this.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

        

      

    

    
      Austin

      The look on Blaire’s face was worth every penny I’d spent tonight. The Sunset Drive-In usually didn’t open this early in the season, but Stephanie helped me pull a few strings to get this going. Her team put out the word, and a decent crowd had shown up. The movies were a surprise to me too. All I’d told Stephanie was that I thought horror movies at the drive-in would be fun. I was glad she erred on the side of camp over gore.

      Blaire’s bright red lips were still parted, and she looked around in wonder. “How did you know that this was my idea of the perfect date night?”

      I pulled into the spot and had to use the key to open the massive trunk. This car was a tank, and a total trip to drive. Everything was manual. I’d brought some lawn chairs and set them up in front of the car.

      The Werewives crew set up their cameras, and a crowd formed around us, wanting to know who we were and how they could get in on the action. A few of them recognized Blaire.

      “Can we have a picture with you?” one of them called out.

      She turned to me. “Is that cool? I’m sure you didn’t have this in mind for our date.”

      “Go for it.” I stood with Stephanie, who was fielding questions about future Werewife opportunities. But my attention was firmly on Blaire. Watching her interact with her fans. The way some of them made her genuinely smile, but then her body language changed, and her gaze flicked to me.

      A man towered over her, trying to intimidate my mate. “This reality show is where you belong. You’re not making a mockery of racing anymore.”

      “I belong in both places,” she said between gritted teeth, and then forced a smile to the person who’d asked for an autograph.

      “You took spots away from real drivers.” The guy took a step closer.

      That was enough.

      I pushed through the crowd, ignoring the gasps and protests. “Get away from her.” I let a growl slip for good measure.

      He had the nerve to smirk. “Still can’t fight your own battles, huh?”

      I stepped between them, and the guy wasn’t so brave anymore. “I don’t think you understood me the first time. Go back to your car, and I’ll forget this happened. But if you don’t, you won’t forget what happens next.”

      My wolf snarled inside me, desperate to rip through my skin and make sure no one ever threatened my mate again.

      “Watch out. He’s really a wolf,” someone in the crowd said. I nodded, the gasps fueling my fury. I avoided humans because I always felt other. Like I was the beast in their civilization. But this time, I welcomed it.

      You’re not the only wolf here, my animal warned. Protect your mate.

      The guy who threatened Blaire held his hands up, backing away. The crowd dispersed. Blaire closed her eyes for a long blink and exhaled.

      “Thank you,” she said. “I always want to tell people like that to go shit in their hat, but then I have to deal with the consequences of standing up for myself.”

      I put my arm around her and led her back to the car. We’d watch the movie from there, where I could keep her safe. “You should never think twice about standing up for yourself.”

      “It’s complicated.” She sighed as she settled into the car. “You’ll see. This is your world now, too. People think they know me because they watched me race on TV. Because they bought a calendar with pictures of me in sexy lingerie—"

      “Do you have any more of those calendars?” I’d do anything to make those green eyes sparkle.

      “No, but I have plenty of sexy lingerie, cowboy.” She gave me a wobbly grin. “So, people form opinions. They either want to hang out with you, or they think your sole purpose in life is to piss them off. I probably left that guy’s favorite driver in the dust more than once. I won’t apologize for being good at what I do. I was a woman in a space designed for and by men. I had to be gracious, or deal with the repercussions of someone else’s bad behavior. Like get kicked off my team because I was a PR problem. I’d rather just smile and let it be forgotten, because I look bad, either way.”

      “Next time it happens, you tell him to go to hell. If he comes for you, he’ll deal with me.”

      “Your voice is rumbling.”

      “That’s because it took everything I had not to shift into a wolf when that guy threatened you.”

      “Can’t lie, it was pretty hot. Seriously, I appreciate you wanting to tear him limb from limb. But I can handle this. I’ve been doing it my whole career.”

      You’re dangerous around humans, my wolf reminded me.

      He was right. I’d find another way to protect her. And find out who these wolves were.

      “You shouldn’t have to.”

      “No, I shouldn’t.” She lowered her gaze and put her hand over mine. She was shaking. A human might have missed it, but my wolf wouldn’t forget it. “Please, let’s just pretend it didn’t happen and have fun tonight. My stomach is growling and this car smells like pizza. We should really be eating it.”

      “I like your attitude, Blaire Bass.”

      “I like it when you call me by my full name.” She turned around and grabbed the pizza boxes from the back seat, carefully maneuvering so the mozzarella stick box didn’t go flying into the abyss of this giant car.

      We opened the boxes, and I handed her a plate and napkin. She tore off a couple slices and added a few cheese sticks to her plate. Dark had fallen over the drive-in, and the screen lit up.

      “Perfect timing.” She settled in to watch the first movie. But it was hard for me to take my eyes off her. Not because the movie and the pizza made her happy. I was unnerved about how easily she forgot that attack.

      Maybe you could learn a thing or two from her, my wolf said. She understands how to move on.

      “This movie is so amazing,” she said as she returned the pizza boxes to the back seat. “I haven’t seen it since I was really little. I was up sick in the middle of the night and my mom was sitting with me. It was the only thing on. Both of us were so tired we thought we hallucinated it, but it was very real.”

      “We watched this during a sleepover. My mom was horrified until she realized it was a spoof, and her reaction was as good as the movie itself.”

      She slid closer, and I instinctively put my arm around her. Like we’d been doing this forever.

      “That’s great.” Her smile warmed my body. “Who was at that sleepover?”

      “Saint, Mason, Levi, Damon, Sterling. Usual suspects. Maybe some others, but those are the guys who were always there.”

      “I love that you’ve all been together your entire lives and now you’re doing The Real Werewives.” She put her hand on my thigh, dangerously close to my cock, which had come to attention on contact. “I bet that’s why you were so quick to come to my defense earlier tonight.”

      “That’s what it means to be pack.” Our faces were so close, this kiss was inevitable.
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      Blaire

      This man. Seriously. I wasn’t totally convinced that I wasn’t dreaming him, as we sat in this vintage hot rod eating delicious pizza and watching ridiculous movies. Good thing the Werewives were filming because I’d have to see it on video to believe this was really happening to me.

      I swore to myself I wouldn’t make this easy on him, but there was no reason to make it hard on myself. Austin saw the absolute worst of what I had to offer—those overzealous haters who thought I owed them an apology simply for existing. My reaction used to be like his—at one time I would’ve walked away from that situation with my middle fingers high in the air. But every time I did, it took money out of my bank account in the way of lost sponsors or aggressive drivers looking to put me in my place.

      I mourned for the ability to do what he’d done without repercussions. But damn if it didn’t feel good to have someone just handle it. Too many managers looked the other way, too chickenshit to upset the team owners. Austin had absolutely nothing to lose. Except for his ranch and everything he’d ever known.

      In the dark, with just the lights from the movie screen illuminating his face, his grin made my heart skip a beat. At this time of day, he had a dusting of whiskers, and his cheek was rough against my fingers when I cupped it in my hand. I could feel his wolf inside him, his body vibrating with energy.

      This man.

      Kissing him was the only way to make sure he was real. And like the rest of this date, Austin anticipated what I wanted, the only difference was this time he didn’t beat me to the punch. His hand was at my nape, and he leaned in, pressing his lips against mine. He didn’t move right away, like he was savoring the moment. He said he’d been waiting for me for his whole life, and as he committed to the kiss, I believed him.

      And maybe I’d been waiting for him too. I needed this. Despite my best efforts, it had been a long time since I felt desired. It had nothing to do with the extra pounds, or the lack of direction since I left racing. This man made me feel like the center of the universe. That was it. I willed myself to remember that for when Stephanie inevitably asked me about this kiss, but all I could concentrate on was parting my lips and letting him inside.

      I slid my hands to his shoulders, and down those powerful biceps. He drew away from me, leaving me tingling with the craving for so much more.

      “You don’t have to stop, cowboy.”

      “I don’t want to stop.” That delicious growl returned in his voice. “But I do want to leave a little something to look forward to for our next date. Which, by the way, it’s your turn to pick what we do.”

      I drew away, pretending to be shocked. “You mean I have to try to top this?”

      “Think you can?”

      Oh, he was speaking my language. “You just wait.”

      He nodded, acknowledging the challenge that had been thrown down. “There’s still a lot of this night left.”

      He put his arm around me, and it was so natural to put my head on his shoulder. The movie was still playing, as ridiculously amazing as ever, and he ran his hand over my arm.

      I’d never admit it out loud, but it would be hard to top this night.
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      I had no idea where I was. It was dark and there was this earthy scent, mixed with a little bit of…pizza?

      “Hey.” Austin’s rumbly voice startled me.

      “I fell asleep.” I sat up and smoothed my hair, blinking back to consciousness. “I’m so sorry. You could’ve woken me up.”

      He couldn’t drive a stick with me monopolizing his right arm.

      “Could have. But I liked watching you sleep.”

      “That would be so romantic if it wasn’t also a little bit creepy.”

      He grinned. “I guess creature double feature night made an impression on me.”

      “How was the second movie?” I didn’t even make it to the end of the first.

      He pressed his lips together. “There were some artistic licenses taken, but in the end, Godzilla prevailed.”

      “Thank goodness. All is right with the world.” All I could think about was kissing him. But kisses in the small hours of the night were dangerous. They turned into so much more.

      “We should probably let the Werewives crew know we’re headed out,” he said as he turned the key in the ignition.

      I turned around, shocked to see the van still parked behind us. The interior light was on, and the silhouettes of Stephanie and Tina were visible in the back. “I can’t believe they stayed.”

      “They told us they’d never leave a Werewife behind on a date.” Austin went to knock on the window of the van.

      Things were different around here. These people were so pure and honestly wanted the best of us. I was used to cutthroat competition. I vowed to myself I wouldn’t screw this up.

      We were the only ones in Sunset Springs still awake. “The stars are incredible.”

      “They’re easier to see when you’re further away from the city. I missed them when I was away from the ranch.”

      “When you were in the military?”

      He nodded.

      Austin knew quite a bit about me, but he hadn’t said much about his past. “Where were you stationed?”

      “All over the place.”

      Okay. “Which one was your favorite?”

      “There’s nowhere I’d rather be than Colorado Ranch.” He pulled up in front of the chalet. “I had a really good time tonight, Blaire Bass.”

      “I did, too.” I couldn’t tell him that it was the best date I’d ever been on.

      He leaned in and gave me a goodnight kiss that promised so much more. I was pretty much floating as I walked up the stairs to the chalet—but a little of that could’ve been exhaustion. It had been a while since I’d come home when the birds were chirping.

      The last thing I expected was to be greeted by the Werewives.

      “Someone had a good night.” Roxy waggled her eyebrows at me from her yoga mat. “Coming home in the morning is the mark of a mate match.”

      “Where did he bring you after the pizza place?” Tiffany asked.

      “The drive-in. How was your date?”

      She rolled her eyes. “I’m up before dawn and doing yoga. Obviously not as good as yours.”

      “The drive-in is the perfect place to get up close and personal with your wolf,” Gretta said. We’d all quickly become experts at not getting caught in Tiffany’s quicksand. “No one notices your fogged-up windows because theirs are too.”

      They totally thought I slept with Austin.

      “How was it? I’m guessing pretty good, from the state of your makeup.” Roxy grinned as she stretched. The Werewives snickered as I wiped under my eyes, and my fingertip came away black. Great. I looked like a creature double feature for that good night kiss.

      “I’d ask you if wanted to join us for sunrise yoga, but it sounds like you already got your workout in this morning,” Roxy added when I didn’t answer.

      “Thanks anyway. I’m headed to bed.” Once I got upstairs, I closed the door to my bedroom and leaned against it. I had the room to myself, since Tiffany was already up. I didn’t have to tiptoe around. I went into our shared bathroom and took a good look at myself.

      The date had been amazing.

      And the ladies had convinced themselves I’d had sex with Austin.

      There was no shame in liking sex. I’d like to see if Austin’s competitive streak extended to the bedroom…

      My makeup wasn’t that bad, my lips were bare and swollen after pizza and kisses, and my mascara was smudged under my eyes. I sighed as I looked at myself. Why did I feel weird about the whole thing?

      If this had been any other date, I probably would’ve slept with him, because it would’ve been full of awkward silences and me wondering what the hell I’d done wrong. And things would’ve gone downhill from there. But if all went according to plan, we weren’t leaving, and the pack needed to produce an heir to keep their land. The thing that I’d been shamed for—the only place I’d felt like I’d truly been an equal—was celebrated here.

      According to Austin, he had this mate thing on lock, simply because his wolf said so. If he was any other guy, he would be phoning it in. But he wasn’t any other guy. When I sent in my audition video, even when I got picked to be on this season of The Real Werewives, I never expected to feel like this.

      I opened the closet for some pajamas. Instead of my tried and true, I reached for a set of baby doll jammies I’d been saving for when I had an audience. I wanted to keep the good feeling from the night going.

      If I wanted things to end differently, I couldn’t fall into my old habits. This man deserved the very best, and I was determined to deliver. This was a challenge I wouldn’t back down from.
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      Austin

      The Real Werewives crew were all about the wolves of Colorado Ranch this morning, even if the wolves weren’t all excited to see them. Stephanie wanted to film in The Village, and the apprehension was clear on our packmates’ faces. They went along with it, because they wanted to look good in front of their alpha. But I knew damn well they were willing to shake things up when he wasn’t looking.

      I was getting more comfortable in front of the cameras, but I was glad to get back to work.

      “Have you gotten in touch with the vendors about next month’s harvest?” Saint asked.

      My job on the ranch was to make sure everything wound up where it belonged—that crops got sold once they were harvested, inventory got reordered, and I recorded the care of the animals that came to our ranch. If they weren’t born here, they were rescues, many of whom needed extra care. And I made sure the money came in and went where it needed to, like in the hands of the pack.

      It was exactly the sense of routine I needed.

      “Invoices have been sent, and everything is spoken for as soon as it’s ready to harvest.” We had this conversation every growing season. The ranch was getting bigger—not in physical size, but in terms of what we did with the land. I liked to think I had some hand in the growth. No matter what happened with the treaty, I’d make sure we had a backup plan in case the worst-case scenario came to fruition. After last night, my wolf wanted me to tear up those plans, but I knew better.

      “Have you installed any extra security on the ranch since the Werewives arrived?” I asked.

      He narrowed his eyes at me. “No. The Werewives ensured me that they had protocols in place to make sure everything would run smoothly on their end. Why?”

      “Because a couple people threatened Blaire last night. They seemed like bitter racing fans, but they got way too close. I stopped it before anything happened, but Stephanie was letting it play out as she filmed.”

      Saint nodded. “Blaire’s not the only Werewife who is a well-known name. I’ll talk to her about it. But you’re my security expert—”

      “I don’t do civilian work.” I’d already gone past my comfort zone with keeping a watch on the council packs.

      “But you have experience. You know what to look for.” My alpha scrubbed his hand over his face. We were all having a hard time adjusting to late-night date sessions. Back in the day, we could party all night and make it to work in the morning before dawn like nothing happened. But now, we were all in our forties, and it wasn’t as easy. “It doesn’t have to be like what you did in the Army.”

      I huffed. “Not exactly expecting a full-scale war.”

      “We have to be on our toes because the council hasn’t approved our plan with the Werewives,” Saint reminded me. “Have you talked to Blaire about your past?”

      I shook my head.

      “You were my holdout on this idea, and I understand why. But you have to tell her what happened to you, or it will drive a wedge between you.”

      “I will. When the time is right.”

      “You made a mistake. Everyone makes mistakes. Ever since you came back to the ranch, you’ve avoided humans. Can’t do that anymore if you take one as your mate.”

      “Things are going really good with Blaire. I don’t want her to be repulsed every time she looks at me.”

      “Keeping a secret like that will tear you apart on the inside until you lose her. And this pack really needs you to not lose her.”

      “I won’t lose her.” I sighed. “Back to security. It took everything I had not to wipe the dirt with that guy last night. And I sensed another wolf. Not sure who. If we have a van with a big pink star proclaiming the Werewives have arrived on every date, we’ve got to get an extra layer of surveillance in there.”

      “You’re the only one I’d ever trust with something like that,” Saint said. “Don’t think of it from the human standpoint. Think about it as defending the ranch. How would you handle it from that angle?”

      “I’d look up each of the Werewives and see if there was any new buzz around their names since they came on the show. I’d look for repeat offenders on the Werewives site—people who left negative comments on more than one post. Make sure they didn’t have any plans to come here.”

      Saint nodded. “That’s a good place to start. The Real Werewives vetted all the ladies before offering them contracts. If they hadn’t passed that check, they wouldn’t be here.”

      The Werewives weren’t my concern, although Blaire seemed standoffish toward Tiffany last night. Could be that they just didn’t get along, but Sterling had to shift this morning to get something off his chest. I’d pay a little extra attention to her. “We need to get the rest of the pack involved in the show. This morning was painful.”

      “We will. This is a trial, to make sure I didn’t make a promise I can’t keep. But before we bring anyone else to the ranch, I need to know they’re safe.”

      He’s telling you to get over your shit, my wolf rumbled. You can do it for your pack. They’ve let you wallow in your misery long enough.

      “I’ll do it.”

      “If you find anything that doesn’t seem right, no matter how small it seems, bring it to my attention. We don’t have any room for error.”

      I nodded. Not having any room for error was exactly why I didn’t want this job. But Saint was right. I had the training, and I’d conveniently let myself forget how many assignments I’d pulled off without a hitch, choosing to concentrate on the one that went horribly wrong.

      I went back to my cabin and shut the shades. My truck was out front, and Mom knew I had a date last night. As soon as she realized I was here, she’d come over to ask for all the details. Last night had been fucking amazing, but my mother had a way of highlighting what I should’ve done differently. That was the last thing I needed right now. She meant well, but I didn’t need her getting in my head until I knew I could keep my mate safe.

      I knew this moment would come, where I had to tell Blaire I was a monster, but I’d hoped I could win her over before I confessed. Which wasn’t fair. She deserved to know exactly what she was getting herself into.

      The first name I typed into the search bar was hers. Before I’d looked for what other people had to say about her. Not where she came from. Looking her up under these circumstances felt dirty. Like I didn’t trust her. Like I was looking for a reason that she couldn’t help me save this ranch.

      The woman who stared back at me didn’t look like my mate. She was gorgeous, just like she was now, in lacy lingerie and tiny bikinis, but her face was different. I enlarged the pictures to see if I could spot the difference, and it jumped out to me right away.

      There was no fire in her eyes.

      I kept scrolling, even though this wasn’t what I’d come to find, and there were so many photos. Blaire on the red carpet, Blaire barely covering her tits with her hands, Blaire out partying. The racing pictures had been buried by the ones meant to spark controversy.

      She’ll understand you, my wolf insisted. Something tells me you’re not that different.

      I hoped he was right. I studied the racing pictures, and these looked more like my mate. She had the passion that pulled me to her in her audition video. She’d loved racing, but I had a feeling it hadn’t loved her back.

      If she could move on after losing something she loved, I could too. Which meant I had to face all the things I’d been ignoring since I’d come back to the ranch.
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      Blaire

      “How am I going to top a hot rod and a creature double feature?” I paced in the common area. Roxy and Laura had taken up residence in the window seats. Roxy was drawing. The woman was amazingly talented, but so reluctant to show anyone her art. I understood. She’d crash landed after a stint in the spotlight too. A child actress dynamo, and people weren’t so kind when it came time for the second act. Laura was hardly ever without a book.  She said she liked being here because she finally had a chance to catch up on her reading.

      Sunny and Gretta were hanging out in the kitchen, talking to the chalet chefs and crafting delicious treats that they liked to share with the rest of the Werewives.

      They all had a thing, and I did not. I was so envious. I’d been looking for something, anything to spark my passion since I retired from racing.

      Tiffany had a thing too, and apparently, it was avoiding the rest of us. I’d tried to get her to tell me about her date with Sterling, but she didn’t give a lot of details. They’d wound up at the pizza place because she claimed she never had it before. I wasn’t sure what planet she’d landed here from.

      “Do you have to top Austin’s date?” Laura asked.

      “He threw down the gauntlet. I love cars and horror movies. Pizza goes without saying. He came up with it on his own. I follow that with something lame like…” I threw my hands up in the air. “I can’t even think of something lame. I’m so screwed.”

      “Show him what you’re made of.” Roxy looked me up and down. “You’ve got this sexy pin-up vibe. Maybe you should take him someplace private and give him a private burlesque-style lap dance.”

      Colorado Ranch was magical, simply because everyone here made me feel like a million bucks. “I wonder if there’s a bar in Sunset Springs that has burlesque night.”

      “There’s a cool jazz club downtown,” Tina added. She was filming us this afternoon for B-roll material they could slip into any of our episodes. “We did a little research on Sunset Springs before the dates started in case anyone was stumped for ideas.”

      “And you’re telling me this now?”

      She shrugged. “Stephanie says we should only get involved as a last resort. We want to see what you come up with.” She picked up her tablet and swiped a couple times. “You’re in luck. The Orchid Longue has Dames and Dolls night. Want me to pencil that in for your next date?”

      “Absolutely.”

      “Austin would appreciate it more if you were the one doing the striptease,” Roxy said. “Maybe Tina can arrange for you to go on stage.”

      Oh, hell no. “I’m not sure I bend that way anymore.” In fact, I’d had an awful lot of surgery to ensure that I didn’t.

      “You don’t have to bend, you just have to look hot taking off your clothes.” I hadn’t noticed Sunny and Gretta had come out of the kitchen bearing cups of pineapple sorbet. “Think of it as a trial run for when he claims you.”

      “I’ll definitely have to bend.” Looking that hot was a lot of work. “Knowing my luck, I’d trip over my dress when I drop it or have a pastie pop off.”

      “All part of the fun,” Gretta said.

      Tina turned to me. “If you want to do it, let me know. We have to start sourcing your costume now. And you should try a few trial runs before you go on stage for real.”

      She couldn’t be serious. I used to get paid good money to prance around in my lingerie, but I’d been a different woman then. With a much perkier body. One that didn’t have cellulite and scars. “This is really a thing?”

      “You didn’t come here to play it safe, did you?” Roxy was just as bad as my sister. In the short time she’d known me, she already figured out I couldn’t resist a challenge.

      “Fine. I’ll do it.” I sighed, but I pictured Austin watching me from the audience, and the look on his face as I stripped down to almost nothing. The idea was sexy as hell, and still absolutely terrifying, but that had never stopped me before. “Anyone want to practice with me?”

      “Oh, I’m not going on stage.” Roxy waved her hand. “But maybe I can talk Damon into going to the club with me to cheer you on.”

      “That might be a little weird.” I wasn’t looking to twirl my pasties in front of the entire pack.

      “Get used to people seeing you up there. It will definitely be part of your episode.” Tina tipped her head and grinned at me, throwing down the challenge.

      My lips parted, and I was speechless. Of course it would be part of my episode. That sexy image of Austin faded to the images of all the headlines it would generate.

      No. Screw them. The viewers and the haters would see a happy and healthy forty-year-old woman living her very best life on that stage. So what if I didn’t fit into their little box. I never had, and I hadn’t been afraid to kick down those constraints in the past. Now I would just be doing it with fuzzy stilettos.

      Or maybe rhinestones. I liked this idea more than I was willing to admit.

      “No one else has to go on stage. But if you practice with me, you could use the moves on your wolves in private.” I waggled my eyebrows, and one by one, the Werewives expressions softened from oh hell no to maybe.

      “I’m in,” Sunny said. “My seduction game is definitely rusty.”

      “It will be fun. Let’s do it,” Gretta added.

      “I’ve always wanted to try it.” Damn, we even got sweet little Laura the librarian on board.

      “Let’s do it now.” No one was getting a chance to chicken out, including me. “Everyone go put on something cute and meet down here in fifteen.”

      The ladies looked at each other, and I had a feeling their support was meant to be more theoretical than put into action, but when I put my mind to something, I made it happen.

      “We’re teaching ourselves to become burlesque dancers,” I said when I opened the door. Tiffany was sitting on her bed, scowling at the screen of her laptop as usual. At first, I felt bad for her, until I remembered she was a grown-ass woman completely in control of her own happiness. “Want to join us?”

      She huffed out an amused breath. “Like you’re going to go on stage and take your clothes off?”

      “It wouldn’t be the craziest place I’ve ever taken my clothes off.” The Werewives were rightfully skeptical about Tiffany, but I hadn’t given up on her yet. People had funny ways of showing fear. Being a Real Werewife was scary. I dealt with it by coming up with amazing dates, and Tiffany dealt with it by staying in bed all day and making the rest of us question our life choices.

      “Aren’t you worried people will compare your
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