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      Bibi

      My violet lips curled into a smile the moment Lars came into view. He was a delightful creature—gentle even though he was huge and powerful, and full of insight that could only come from centuries of truly being alive.

      But at this very moment, he was still in his natural form, and as much as I hated to admit it, his fuzziness could cause some major problems. This was a trial run. Instead of bringing him straight to the stage, we planned a meetup in The Village. Even though he’d kept his distance from the Colorado Ranch pack, their home turf seemed like a safe place to see how he did in public.

      And how the public reacted to him.

      “Did you bring me flowers?” I put my hands on my hips and gave him my best ‘oh, you shouldn’t have’ pose. Not that I was someone who rejected gifts. To make the magic happen, I always had to be ready to receive abundance in all forms.

      If it was possible for Lars to blush, his cheeks would have been as pink as my favorite wig.

      “Actually, they’re for Hannah.” His gaze darted away from me. There was no way he’d missed the Colorado Ranch wolves who’d come out of their cabins to see a sasquatch up close and personal with their very own eyes. He’d been little more than a hardly believed legend until now. But he only had eyes for one woman. “Is she here?”

      My heart broke at the uncertainty in his voice. “I’m so sorry. She’s not. I thought you knew I brought you here so we could have a chance to chat candidly before your episode started.”

      His body stiffened, and his grip on the flowers tightened. “Is something wrong? Did something happen to Hannah?”

      “No!” I said quickly. Maybe too quickly. Lars had spent too many centuries by himself on that mountain. He’d fallen head over fuzzy heels for a human who’d come to Sunset Springs to star in The Mating Game. He was stretching himself far beyond his limits to make her happy and for that, he deserved nothing less than the truth. “Hannah’s fantastic as always. Very excited about starting her episode. But I have to be honest with you, we hoped you’d shift into your human form before filming began.”

      He nodded and lowered his gaze. “Usually I’ve shifted for the season by now. The only time I’ve stayed in my natural form through the summer is when I’ve had to fight. Maybe…I’m nervous. Okay, I’m nervous. My body probably thinks its protecting me.”

      No. Making him feel bad about something beyond his control was the last thing I wanted to do. I’d warned him we needed to be candid. And even he couldn’t deny all that fur could be a major stumbling block.

      Don’t get me wrong. I knew my way around a beast. But what I couldn’t plan for was how humans would react to him, especially when he took one of their own as a mate.

      “We can make it work,” I insisted. No sad sasquatches on my watch. We’d make everyone fall in love with him. This was a tall order, even for me, but I couldn’t be the reason he went back to that mountain alone with a broken heart.  “The most important thing is for you to be comfortable during this process. That’s one of the reasons I wanted to bring you here today, to see how you do around people. You’ll be taking the stage in front of a packed audience, taking Hannah on dates, and of course, the show is watched by millions around the world. You’re a private beast, Lars. If there’s any reason you think this won’t work, we need to know up front. Everyone at The Mating Game is ready to do everything in their power to make sure you claim your mate.”

      “Maybe this isn’t such a good idea,” he rumbled softly.

      “Oh, Lars, the last thing I want to do is discourage you. But it’s important that you go into this with your eyes wide open. As you know, mates are—” I wasn’t one to bite my tongue, but Lars had lost his mate. Using the F word would have been a serious faux pas. “Your life will change the moment you step on that stage. I’ll be supporting you every step of the way, but being less than transparent won’t help any of us—especially you.”

      “Then I need to be transparent with you, too.” Of course the big fuzzy guy would pull a wild card. “I got a visit from some wolves I haven’t seen in a very long time.”

      I gasped. “By any chance, was one of them Calista?”

      He furrowed his brow. “No. Hugo’s had me on the lookout for her, but there’s been no word.”

      Calista had been my pack mate and my best friend, but one thing she wasn’t was my mate, no matter what anyone in my pack said. After I’d left Montana to become Bibi le Bonnet, she’d gone missing. I’d had absolutely no idea about her disappearance until our last episode, when Suzanne Marlowe dropped a bomb on me on the very stage that Lars was about to take to claim Hannah.

      I’d been searching like crazy for Calista—to no avail—ever since I’d learned of her fate. Had it made me less prepared for this episode than I would’ve liked? Maybe, but I’d make sure the viewers never knew the difference.

      Hannah and Lars deserved nothing less than the full Mating Game experience.

      “Tell me about these wolves.”

      He ran his big paw over his furry head. “I might have imagined the whole thing. More like a nightmare—my brother had ordered the demise of these dire wolves as punishment for defying him. They claim the discovery of the Hudaknocker brought them back to life.”

      It wasn’t often that I was rendered speechless, but this was definitely one of those times. Dire wolves? Such a thing hadn’t existed for centuries.

      “They thought the flowers were for Tanyth,” he continued, sadness flickering in his eyes at the mention of his lost love. “And they’re looking to get revenge on my brother.”

      I managed to raise a well-sculpted brow. “But he’s gone too, correct?”

      There was no way to ask and not seem callous. But a certain fairy dragmother needed all the details.

      “I don’t know what to believe anymore. There’s no way these wolves can be alive.” Lars shook his head like it would make him wake up from a bad dream.

      “But you still are.”

      His breath rose dramatically as he drew a deep breath. The giant beast was on edge. “They’d been buried in rock.”

      “Did they say what they wanted?”

      “They think I’m protecting Leif, my brother, and if they don’t get what they want, they’ll make me pay.”

      There was no way I’d let them lay a paw on Lars. “Will anything else appease them?”

      “They want the other two relics.”

      A sense of relief washed over me, but it was short-lived. Not that I’d ever been intimidated by any wolf, but I’d never dealt with any that had come back from the dead. Which was the least of our worries.

      “Do you happen to know where they are?”

      “The Statue of Bounty was destroyed by my brother,” Lars said. “The Sempiternal Scepter has been kept in a safe place.”

      “So you know where it is.”

      “I do.”

      “Care to share that location with me?”

      “No,” he said matter-of-factly. “I trust you implicitly, Bibi. But I won’t give you any information that will put you in danger.”

      I bristled. “I can hold my own against any wolf.”

      “These aren’t any wolf.” His words were gruff. “Dire wolves are bigger than the modern shifters you’re used to. Stronger. Their teeth are big, fanglike. Meant to kill. They don’t know anything about a world where humans have made the rules.” He sighed. “I can’t put you in danger, and Hannah…she’s human. And so enthusiastically curious about things she has no idea could kill her.”

      “Which is exactly what made you want to claim her,” I reminded him.

      “I need to keep her safe. Even if it means walking away from her.” He looked down at the flowers and held out his hand to me. “Will you make sure she gets them?”

      “Of course I will.” I took the bouquet from him. This giant fuzzy creature was going to break my heart. He’d taken great care in curating the purple and pink flowers, complemented by wild yellow and orange blooms, and a spray of white. The beast had an eye for design. “Lars, I’m not willing to let you walk away from Hannah for something that might not be real. You said yourself that you might have dreamed this. Do you think you could just be nervous about making such a big change in your life? If that’s the case, I can tell you that almost all our contestants feel that way.”

      “Could be.” He shrugged. “The last thing I want to do is give up on Hannah.”

      “There’s only one rule on The Mating Game: No giving up.” Which meant we’d have to move fast to make sure this episode actually happened. “Hannah’s been waiting patiently to take that stage, and I have a feeling she won’t do it if you’re not there, too.”

      There were plenty of eager women ready, willing, and able to take her place if she refused to go forward. That wasn’t the problem. But we’d picked Hannah intentionally. We loved her energy and what she brought to the show. Not to mention she was a force to be reckoned with in the show’s online forum community.

      Was I about to make a decision based on avoiding bad publicity? Hell no. Nobody canceled Bibi le Bonnet.

      “I’ll be there,” he growled.

      “Good.” My mind was going a million miles an hour. “We’ll get everything scheduled ASAP. In the meantime, I’ll team you up with our former contestants so you’ll know exactly what to expect, and they can answer any questions you have about claiming a human mate.”

      “I’d like that.” Lars put his big paw on my arm. It always surprised me how such a powerful creature could be so gentle. I couldn’t wait for the world to fall in love with Lars. “Thanks for believing in me, Bibi. I won’t let you down.”

      “Hugo and Bjorn are in back if you’d like to talk to them before you head home,” I said. Lars had been friendly with us, generous with information about the ancient civilization that we’d otherwise only been able to access through history books. Not all of what had been recorded, we learned, was accurate. And he’d saved Hannah’s life when she’d been caught in an avalanche. For that alone I was forever indebted to the beast. I’d do everything in my power to take the utmost care of him as he stepped into our world. I was good at getting humans and beasts alike to share what was on their minds and in their hearts, but I had a feeling he might confess some things to the guys that he would be too shy to talk to me about.

      Lars nodded and headed to the backyard.

      I turned to deal with the looky-loos and tell them they’d better get used to seeing this gentle, fuzzy giant in our village, but instead I found Marissa and Tina.

      Marissa still had that newly mated glow to her. She and Bjorn had simply refused to take a proper mate moon so Hannah wouldn’t have to wait long for her episode while they were away. They’d spent time in a secluded mountain cabin, and I’d texted them more than once to let them know they could extend their vacation because Lars had yet to shift.

      Tina had insisted she was ready to come back to work full time, even with twin babies.

      I couldn’t lecture my colleagues about being workaholics, because I was one myself.

      Marissa handed me an envelope. “Someone dropped this off for you.”

      “It didn’t come in the mail?” I asked as a slid a finger under the flap. A special delivery of a regular letter seemed odd, even under the best of circumstances. After all, email and text messages existed.

      She shook her head. “Random delivery person. They insisted on handing it to you themselves, but I refused. I told them you were busy. I had a feeling that he was trying to get close to Lars.”

      That made all the little hairs on the back of my neck stand straight up. Definitely ominous.

      Tina cocked a brow. “If Lars is already attracting this kind of attention, are we sure going forward with this episode is a good idea?”

      “I’m not, but something tells me that backing off isn’t a better option.” I opened the crisply folded paper and gasped as I read the note inside.

      Bibi,

      It feels so weird to call you that, but if I have any hope of getting you to listen, I have to play by your rules. You might not want me in your life anymore, but you can’t just walk away from me. Throw me away. Our bond is unbreakable. You might not have realized that I’m still part of you, no matter how famous you get, but others have. They plan on using our bond against you.

      You can put a stop to this. You have so much more power than you ever had in the past. These creatures are betting that you still care about me, and sweet moon, I hope they’re right. I need you now more than ever.

      -C

      “What is it?” Tina put her hand on my arm, jumping when I stiffened. My wolf was on full alert, ready to burst out of my skin. “You’ve turned ghost white. Who sent you that letter?”

      “Calista.” I could hardly believe it. It didn’t feel like her. Even though we’d gone no contact, I did still feel that connection. I moved my fingers down the margins, noticing a dark red fingerprint. My animal senses told me it was blood. Whoever sent this wanted me to believe it was hers. “I have a bad feeling her disappearance might be tied to Lars’s sighting of these long-dead beasts.”
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      Hannah

      Three, two, one…my heart beat harder with every number that showed on the video countdown timer.

      “Hey, this is Hannah, and sweet mother of the moon, pinch me, because my Mating Game episode is about to start.”

      I reminded myself to breathe. As one of The Mating Game’s biggest superfans, I’d won a contest to star in my very own episode of the show. The ladies in the show forums were the ones who’d supported me every step of the way, even in the early days when I was nothing more than a screen name.

      They’d become my friends. My family when my own had turned their backs on me.

      This video didn’t have to be perfect. The forum regulars would hate that. There were a few people who posted in here who insisted I was an actress who’d been paid to come on the show and that all my content was staged.

      No way.

      I might be a hot mess, but I came by it honestly.

      I refreshed my purple hair in the sink of my room at the chalet every week while I waited for my episode to start. Shaved one side of my head myself. Learned how to do the perfect cat eye by watching online tutorials. No faking anything around here.

      Bibi, my fairy dragmother, was as real and pure as they came. I’d literally trusted her with my life.

      But there was no denying my life was about to change. Bibi told me almost every day not to let the haters in the forums catch me squirming. I was about to be famous, and that meant everyone would have an opinion about me, whether I agreed or not.

      These videos were a way to control the narrative. To let everyone hear the truth directly from me. I hadn’t sold Bibi on my methods yet, but she always said the most important thing I could do was be myself.

      “So here’s what’s happening,” I continued, feeling a little better once the favorable comments started to roll in. “Bibi and the crew are about to arrive at my hotel room any freaking minute.” I did a little dance in my seat. I wasn’t sure I’d ever get to a place where this was no big deal. “The purpose of our meeting is to discuss what will happen when I go on stage.”

      The comments on the side of the screen were now moving so fast I could hardly read anything more than a word here and there. But there was no missing that same one kept coming up.

      Lars.

      “Yes, Lars has asked to take the stage as one of the three shifters that I interview. I have no idea if he’ll actually be there or not. I don’t have any say over who goes on stage. That’s how the show stays reality. I’ll pick the beast whose answers make my heart race. You’ve seen the shows and all the behind-the-scenes interviews. You know things can get a little crazy on stage. One of the reasons I decided to go live today is to ask for your help. What do you think I should ask these gorgeous beasts?”

      The scroll went from hard to read to impossible. Every single forum regular had dreamed of being the one on stage with Bibi, asking the questions. Getting claimed.

      “Whoa. Okay, looks like I’ll have to go over these later and pick the best ones. But keep the suggestions coming! I love them.” I’d had a whole script planned for this live, but did I write it down? Of course not. I thought I’d remember everything, but as I was looking at myself on the screen, all my thoughts were a jumble. “I haven’t met with the wardrobe team yet, but if you have any ideas about what I should wear on stage, drop those in the comments too. I want to make this our episode. I wish I could have every single one of you with me here in Sunset Springs, but through the magic of this forum, I hope these videos can be the next best thing.”

      I gasped at the knock on the door. That cadence could only belong to one very sparkly shifter.

      “Okay, Bibi is here, so I’ve got to go. I’ll be back ASAP to give you updates, and I’ll be seeing you soon on stage!”

      Clicking the “stop recording” button was a relief. It was far from the first time I’d gone live in the forums, but definitely the most nerve-racking. And it was nothing compared to opening that door.

      Because now I was officially The Mating Game’s latest contestant.

      Bibi stood on the other side of the door in all her fairy dragmother glory, holding a bouquet of flowers.

      “I love your purple hair!” I slapped my hand over my mouth but didn’t manage to contain my squeal. Her wig was purple, of course with matching eyebrows, and the most delectable purple lip. She’d have to tell me the name of that shade because it was a must have. “You brought me flowers?”

      “Yes, well, not exactly. I’m delivering them for Lars, who brought you flowers. Are you up for a quick interview session?”

      Only at that moment did I realize I’d been clutching the door, death-grip style, like I’d expected a serial killer to be on the other side. When would these nerves take a hike?

      “Of course.” I moved aside to let her in, followed by Marissa, Tina, and Bjorn. They quickly got to work on their filming setup. Normally, I would have been over-the-moon excited at that prospect alone. But something was missing. I looked in the hallway, searching for the creature that my heart had been craving ever since one very snowy evening. “Is Lars here?”

      Bibi shook her head. “He picked these for you. I hope you don’t mind that I took the liberty of putting them in a vase.” No surprise she pronounced it vaaahz.

      There was an elephant in the room, a poor substitute for a sasquatch. “Is something wrong? Is Lars okay?”

      “No! Lars is fabulous,” Bibi exclaimed, but then put a purple fingernail on her chin. “There is a slight complication. He’s still in his natural form.”

      Marissa and Tina glared at her.

      “And?” I asked. That wasn’t cause for alarm. Lars had been in his natural form when he’d rescued me. When I did a striptease to thank him for saving my life and he’d reciprocated by introducing me to the wonders of his tail and other things that shouldn’t have fit inside me but—thank the moon—did.

      “It does complicate the episode,” Bibi said as she sat in one of the chairs in front of the fireplace. The other one still had my laptop and filming light set up around it. Totally busted on going live.  “The Colorado Ranch pack members could hardly believe their eyes when they saw him in The Village. What will humans do when he takes the stage?”

      “Who knows, but he’s been in solitude for so long, it hardly seems fair to keep him there any longer.” I pushed aside my amateur filming equipment. “Lars will never tell us he’s lonely, but I think he is. I know, humans will lose their minds over a confirmed Bigfoot sighting. So we’ll capture the imagination of a bunch of bored, middle-aged dudes. But maybe we can show them he’s not that different from us. Just much bigger and fuzzier.”

      “If only it could go so smoothly.” Bibi sighed.

      “Tell her the rest,” Marissa urged. “And I’d like to preface this by saying it’s not my fault.”

      I furrowed my brow, waiting for an explanation. Bibi groaned. This was gonna be juicy.

      “Lars may or may not have had a run-in with some ancient wolves who insist his brother is alive.” Tina filled in the blanks for me.

      “They claim they were awakened by the discovery of the Hudaknocker,” Bibi added. “Lars seemed very unsure if he’d dreamed this or if it was real. We need to take this warning seriously, but I don’t think there’s enough evidence to change course for the episode.”

      A chill ran down my spine. “Is Lars in danger?”

      Maybe the better question was, am I?

      “The security team will be monitoring the situation closely.” Bibi rose from her chair. “There’s no denying the two of you shared something special the night of the avalanche. I thought about having you see each other before you meet on stage, but that could be considered fixing the show. You know better than anyone else what the viewers want. Those raw, real reactions simply can’t be staged. Our plan is to have you meet on Saturday afternoon, in front of a live audience, unless you have any objections.”

      “Should I?” I cocked a brow. I had a tendency to jump into anything that excited me headfirst. Looking was for suckers.

      “Lars may never shift this season,” Bibi said. “Humans could reject him. These ancient beasts could pose a real threat. I know better by now than to think any episode will be smooth sailing, but this could be bumpier than most.”

      “Lars needs me. He needs us.” There wasn’t much I could do on my own. I was a lover, not a fighter. Barely five feet tall, and it had been a minute since I’d graced the inside of a gym with my presence. “All these bullies are counting on him being on his own. Having no one to turn to. Sunset Springs and The Mating Game crew welcomed me with open arms. Let’s show him the best of what we have to offer.”

      Bibi beamed at me. “I love this for all of us.”

      Tina cocked a brow. “Bibi, should we be filming this conversation?”

      The glittery goddess sighed. “Probably not, but we did promise content.”

      Bjorn tipped his head from behind the camera. The polar bear shifter was massive, and his tense muscles showed opposition to my love-conquers-all proposition. “We could be putting Hannah, and all of us, into a dangerous situation. We don’t know what these ancient beasts are capable of.”

      “That’s exactly my point,” Tina added.

      “We don’t know if they even exist.” Like I was an expert on ancient anything. “I did film a live chat earlier today, so there will be content.”

      Bibi tapped her finger against her chin. “They’ll never know it’s plan B.”

      “But what about Lars?” I asked. “You’re not thinking of canceling the episode, are you?”

      “Lars doesn’t seem like the type to address an issue unless he’s sure. But I would really love to see this episode happen. Because he would be standing up to these ancient beasts by appearing on the show. Which means, it’s showtime.”

      This was real. No matter how crazy the circumstances were, I was going on stage. My episode was finally happening. “I’m so excited.”

      Bibi gave me cheek kisses and sauntered toward the door.

      “Wait,” I called after her. “Do I get to move into your house like Wendy and Marissa did while you filmed their episodes?”

      They’d moved in with Bibi because she’d thought they were in danger. It hadn’t been mentioned for my episode yet, but the possible reappearance of ancient wolves was definitely grounds for me becoming her roommate. I’d spent a lot of time there during Marissa’s episode and could confirm that Bibi’s place was definitely a vibe.

      Bibi’s purple lips formed an O. “We hadn’t planned on it because the accommodations at the chalet are five star, but I would adore having you stay in the spare boudoir. It’s becoming a Mating Game tradition!”

      Tina surveyed my room. I’d cleaned up before their visit, but there were still black clothes everywhere, a few half-burned candles, and a tarot deck that for some reason kept showing me the tower card. “Let us know when you’re ready to have your stuff moved over.”

      “I’ll have it done before Saturday.”

      Marissa, Tina, and Bjorn packed up their equipment and waved to me on the way out.

      It was happening. Not exactly as I pictured, but I didn’t care. I had so much excited energy and I had no idea what to do with it. I could do another live…

      Nah. I didn’t trust myself not to spill the tea about the ancient wolves. But I could check the comments from the last one I did.

      As soon as I logged into the forums, my online BFF Zoe pinged me.

      Zoe: Girl, that live was fire. You’re a natural at this.

      Hannah: How are the comments? I asked them to help me with questions to use on stage. It’s not a landmine full of haters in there, is it?

      Zoe: Screw those bitches. Let them die mad that you got picked and they didn’t. You won’t care about them when you’re riding that hot piece of squatch ass’s tail.

      My lady parts pulsed at the thought of it. In retrospect, it might have been a mistake, but I’d spared no detail in that fan fiction story. Lars’s tail had the ability to expand and ready me for his massive cock. My critics claimed it was biologically impossible for that to happen, like they’d been up close and personal with Bigfoot. They could keep on believing what they wanted. I’d just be over here having amazing orgasms one right after the other.

      It was on the tip of my tongue to tell her that potential danger lurked. That Lars apparently wasn’t able to turn human this season. But Zoe was even worse at keeping secrets than I was, and anything I shared with her would be all over the internet in a matter of moments.

      Which was why I loved her, and keeping this to myself felt like a lie of omission.

      Now the show felt real.

      Zoe: Sorry, I know you don’t like it when I call Lars a piece of ass. But you need to be having all the hot sex for those of us who aren’t. Enough about my pathetic sex life. What was Bibi wearing when she came to visit?

      I loved that she changed the subject so easily.

      Hannah: Get this—a purple wig!

      Zoe: (mind blown emojis) Bibi is in her Hot Hannah era! Everyone will be wearing them soon!

      After Bibi had gone all cat print, all the time, for Wendy and Gabe’s episode, it became nearly impossible to find anything leopard print. Everyone started wearing it.

      Hannah: I can’t believe my fairy dragmother is about to make me an It Girl.

      Zoe: Believe it, girl. You’re gonna be so famous. And I’ve got your back. When does your episode start?

      Hannah: Saturday.

      Which was like in three days. Three more days until I saw Lars again. Even though it felt like things had taken forever to get started.

      Zoe: We were gonna surprise you, but security is obnoxiously tight. Destiny and I are coming to cheer you on.

      Hannah: OMG you are?

      Zoe: Yes! Can you get us the hookup on tickets? It’s sold out, and I haven’t been able to sweet talk anyone into anything.

      Hannah: Of course. I’ll text Bibi. Make sure you get the VIP treatment.

      Zoe: Think you can hook us up with some hot shifters?

      Hannah: I’ll make sure you have your pick.

      I hit send on that one, and immediately wished I could take it back, but the deluge of heart emojis meant she’d hold me to it.
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      Hannah

      When I first came to Sunset Springs, Bibi asked me to sum up my style in two words. ‘Gothic cupcake’ evoked an image, but I’d worried I might not have been clear enough until Bibi totally nailed it with my wardrobe selections for the stage.

      Out of the three epic outfits she chose for me, I’d decided to go with a short black dress with spaghetti straps, a blood red rose that drew all eyes in the room to the swell of my cleavage, and corset ties on either side of my waist. At first, I worried I might be too fluffy for it, but once I put it on, I realized it made me look perfectly curvy. The dress had been accessorized with black fishnets, black high heeled Mary Janes, and a black lacy choker with a matching rose.

      My fairy dragmother knew exactly what she was doing, and the outfit couldn’t be more me.

      “How are you feeling?” Bibi asked her signature question as she settled into the chair beside me in the makeup trailer. My hair had already been teased like I was an eighties’ rock goddess.

      Bibi looked like she could be the lead singer of my band. She wore a deep purple, sparkly catsuit that hugged every curve and over-the-knee purple boots with heels so high they’d make her almost as tall as Lars. Her purple wig was perfectly curled, making her even larger than life.

      Yes, she was in her Hannah era. Even better, I was in my Hannah era.

      “More like myself than I ever have.” I couldn’t stop myself from laughing. “Seriously though, is this a dream? I can’t tell you how many times I’ve watched every episode of the show, bubbling with excitement when you asked this question like it was me in the chair. Now it is, and I can’t believe it.”

      “I don’t want your episode to be like everyone else’s. Don’t hold back, Hannah. Our viewers are ready to fall head over heels in love with you. How could they not? Look at how gorgeous you are, and you’re so much fun. You could be the first contestant to take a monster as a mate—”

      “Has Lars shifted?” I had mixed feelings about what I wanted her answer to be. I had seen him in his human form before, and sweet moon, was he gorgeous. Tall and lean with long, brown hair, a full beard, and an air of danger. Like he was the leader of a motorcycle gang. But there was something about him in his natural form that I craved. Even though the reality was, he was a total cinnamon roll no matter what form he was in.

      “No,” Bibi said carefully. “He’s still as fuzzy and beastlike as ever. I was mostly alluding to the other shifters that will be on stage.”

      “Details,” I laughed. Wait. “Lars will be one of the contestants, right? You didn’t let the threat of some ancient wolves scare him out of claiming me?”

      Maybe I was being selfish going forward with this episode when I knew my Bigfoot might not be able to resist me, no matter how much danger I put him in.

      That made me sound full of myself.

      What I really meant to say was that I wasn’t used to anyone wanting me so much they were willing to risk their safety to have me. Humans were usually trying to find a way to get rid of me.

      I needed to get my thoughts in order before every single one of them was being broadcast live to a worldwide audience.

      “Nothing will stand in the way of a gorgeous creature and their mate,” Bibi said. “There aren’t any guarantees that you’ll choose him, that’s all.”

      I would. Because maybe there was very little that would keep me away from him, too. “But he will be on stage, right?”

      “All will be revealed in a matter of moments,” she teased.

      I groaned. Okay, my fairy dragmother was insisting on an air of mystery today. Normally, I’d say it looked devastatingly gorgeous on her, but now that I was in the spotlight, I needed all the details. “Are Zoe and the girls all set with tickets?”

      “Tickets?” Bibi harrumphed. “I made sure to give them the full Mating Game VIP experience. They’ve got backstage passes, and they’ll be watching the show from the producers’ monitors.”

      Wow. I’d had a chance watch Marissa’s episode from the same spot and it had been amazing. “They’re gonna lose their minds.”

      “Enough about them. This episode is about you. I have a sneaking suspicion you might be a little uncomfortable being the center of attention. Anything we can do to alleviate that issue before there’s nothing but spotlight for as far as the eye can see?”

      I smoothed the ruffled hem of my dress. “More fabulous clothes?”

      “You look gorgeous no matter what you wear. I want to make sure there’s nothing holding you back.”

      I gulped. Thankfully, Marjorie, the makeup artist, was working on my eyeshadow, but I could feel tears welling behind my closed lids.

      “No one’s ever accepted me the way that The Mating Game universe has,” I finally managed, each word shakier than I would’ve liked. “My family always thought I was throwing my life away when I was on the road, managing bands. They had no idea how hard those jobs were to score. How fast I could lose them on some crazy guitarists’ whims. I’m used to making sure everyone else around me is happy, walking on eggshells and since I’ve been here, I realized I’m not sure what makes me happy. Besides the show, of course.”

      I opened my eyes, relieved that I’d held it together enough to not ruin my makeup. Bibi beamed at me.

      “We’ll figure it out,” she insisted. “The Mating Game is a total life makeover. The last thing I want you to do is change to fit someone else’s expectations.”

      “I won’t.” At least, it was my plan. “That’s why I want to see Lars happy. We’re more alike than meets the eye.”

      Bibi rose from the chair, the top of her wig almost brushing the ceiling. Maybe I was a little jealous of the extra height. I was done playing small.

      “Ready to go on stage and choose your mate?”

      “After a quick lip touch up, she’s one hundred percent for makeup,” Marjorie said as she pulled out a lavender lip liner.

      My heart slammed against my chest. This was real. It was happening. “I’m so ready.”

      Bibi’s lips curled into a smile. “I know you are. Let’s make this the best episode yet.”

      My legs were shaky as I rose from the makeup chair. Marjorie had transformed me from gothic cupcake into gothic goddess. Seriously, I looked like one of the queens on the coolest tarot deck ever.

      Bibi offered her arm and I hooked mine inside it as we walked past the maze of trailers that made The Mating Game happen. I wondered which one was Lars’s before I remembered that the guys didn’t get a trailer for this part of the episode. They went into something called the Pen, and Marissa called three names moments before they were about to take the stage.

      I could picture him, all big and fuzzy in his natural form, among a sea of snoozeworthy humans. Maybe they’d found some other creatures that were still beast to take the stage with him so he wouldn’t feel so other. I didn’t think Lars minded solitude. But there was this ache that radiated from him, knowing no one else was like him.

      As we approached the stage, my mind reeled. I had so many questions for Bibi, but they were in a jumble, and I wasn’t sure which one to ask first.

      “How is—”

      I didn’t even get a chance to get my question out before I got tackle-hugged by a woman I’d never seen before. Never seen in person, anyway, but there was no mistaking this was my girl Zoe. She was about six inches taller than me with long dark hair and a red dress that hugged her perfect body.

      “You look amazing,” she exclaimed, pulling back but not letting me go. She gasped when she realized who I was with. “Bibi! Sweet moon. I’m such a huge fan. And you are gorgeous.”

      “We all are.” The glittery goddess beamed. “I’m so glad to have a chance to meet you in person. Any last-minute advice before Hannah takes the stage?”

      Zoe wasn’t alone. I’d been afraid I wouldn’t recognize her or Destiny in person, but they looked exactly like the pictures they’d posted in the forums. The butterflies in my belly had dived into a mosh pit. Having the girls here, and not just avatars on a screen, made this even more real. My fantasy world had totally come to life.

      “Absolutely,” Zoe said. “Don’t hold back with your questions. Make them so juicy the network censors get their panties in a bunch. Whoever you choose—

      “Lars.” Destiny grinned at me. She was only a little taller than me, just as curvy, with her dark, curly hair pulled up into puffs on either side of her head.

      “Of course she’s going to choose Lars,” Zoe said. “Just let the ones you don’t choose know that you have two hot friends that would love to get to know them better.”

      “We might not need them,” Destiny waggled her brows. “The Main Street Saloon was full of shifters last night. And some of them said that Lars—"

      “They didn’t say anything.” Zoe glared at her. “Hannah, whatever you do, you’re living our dream up there. Don’t hold anything back.”

      Bibi’s eyes had been wide and unblinking ever since Zoe stopped Destiny from spilling some major tea. I had goosebumps too…what were they saying about Lars?

      But instead of asking about it, being caught off guard, Bibi cleared her throat. “Any thoughts on what Hannah should ask those three gorgeous shifters?”

      “Ask if any of them can top what that hot piece of squatch ass did with his tail.” Zoe gave me another hug. “Now go up there and make us all proud.”
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      “I’ve been on stage in front of thousands of people before in Broadway plays and at awards shows, and nothing was as nerve-racking as taking The Mating Game stage.” Logan Mathis paced the small space where I waited to be called to the stage from the green room. I wondered why it wasn’t green, but the color of the walls was the least of my worries right now. Bibi had gathered some of the show’s former contestants to give me an insider’s look at what I could expect.  “I can’t imagine how you’re feeling, doing this in your natural form when you’re not used being around people. But the nerves? Those are totally normal.”

      “Nothing feels normal right now.” I huffed out a chuckle, but those nerves could get the best of me. Ever since I’d had the run-in with Armand and his undead wolf crew and made an appearance in The Village, I’d been staying near my mountain. Getting it ready for Hannah. Bringing a human into my home when there was a threat from these ancient beasts—and the slim possibility that my brother was alive—wasn’t the best idea, but I’d do whatever I had to do to protect what was mine.

      A shiver went down my spine. I looked at the women that Bibi had introduced as a glam squad, whatever that meant, who put artificial smelling pomades into my fur before they brushed it, to see if they noticed my reaction. If they had, they didn’t let on. Not that they’d relaxed since they’d arrived.

      I wasn’t sure if they were trying to make me look more like a human or a beast.

      “It’s wild to have cameras follow your every move, have people shit-talking about the most minute details of your life online,” Gabe Wylde added. The Hudaknocker had been found during his episode, and that was when I’d become fully involved with the show. “You’ll never totally get used to it. Having an entire entourage with you when you’re trying to get to know your mate. But Bibi and the crew are there to help you. It’s nice to have that behind-the-scenes sounding board.”

      “I’ll have a lot of questions.” I wasn’t used to being around so many humans, and although I was familiar with basic technology, I hadn’t incorporated it into my everyday life. Everything for me would be wild.

      But to wake up every morning with Hannah’s colorful, curvy body in my bed, it would be worth it.

      “Any time.” Logan pulled his phone out of his pocket and then stopped, grinning at me. “I was about to give you my number so you could text me, but I don’t suppose you have one of these.”

      “Even if I did, probably wouldn’t have service that far out in the mountains.”

      He nodded. “Bibi knows
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