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      I married a wolf who wasn't my mate for "the good of the pack." Ask me how that worked out. Now a wolf in sequins and fierce heels is on my doorstep, promising she can breathe life into the dreams that died that day... if I’m willing to put my fate in her well-manicured claws.

      I’ll get three questions.

      Why did my ex tuck tail and leave me with our kids and a giant mess? What is he trying to prove by coming back? And am I brave enough to defy my pack and choose myself?

      Oh, enough about him already. He had his chance. I’m ready for a new life.

      Bibi le Bonnet is my fairy dragmother. The fabulous wolf will give me a total life makeover and the mating ceremony of my dreams... All I have to do is become a contestant on The Mating Game and choose a mate sight unseen after asking a few flirty questions in front of a live audience.

      Three potential suitors.

      The wolf who walks out from behind the curtain is none other than superstar Logan Mathis. I’ve spent so many nights fantasizing about the famous actor, and now he's on The Mating Game wooing the biggest homebody mom ever: me. Can I trust this wolf when he says he’s willing to claim me, or is it all an act to revive his career?

      And three dates to find my forever.

      Every date with Logan is time in the spotlight. My pack and the paparazzi want nothing more than to tear us apart. I want to believe the fantasy, but am I fooling myself? Because my ex is back, and he's not ready to let any other wolf have me
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      Bibi

      “This will piss off a lot of packs that have been things doing things the same way for-ever, but it’s time to think differently about the way we find fated mates. Times have changed, and each pack, pride, and clan is being challenged in ways our ancestors could have never imagined. If our species are going to survive—hell no, we deserve more than that. Let me start over...five, four, three—” I held up two perfectly manicured fingers to finish the silent count. “If we expect shapeshifters to thrive, we can no longer be expected to settle for the wolf next door.”

      Every shifter in the room gaped at me, and that was exactly how I liked it. I had their attention now.

      “You might be asking, who the hell I am to make such a claim? Darlings, my name is Bibi le Bonnet. Until recently, your only chance to discover me was at the Orchid Lounge, hosting Dames and Dolls burlesque night or drag bingo, drag charades...if you can do it in drag, I’m all over it.” I winked at the camera.

      My producer, Marissa, bounced on the balls of her feet and waved to me. We’d only started working together two months ago, and this was our first filming, so I wasn’t sure what the gesture meant, but I was in the groove, and there was no stopping me now.

      “Like I said, times have changed. The Real Werewives found me at the Orchid Lounge, and they gave me my own show: Welcome to The Mating Game.

      “Our mission at The Mating Game is to find the perfect mate for all of our brave and beautiful contestants. But physical beauty is only skin deep, and we need to go to the foundation of what makes a fated mate. It’s a soul deep connection. Our contestants have agreed to choose their mate sight unseen. That’s when the real work begins. Think of this as a choose your own adventure dating extravaganza. We’ll work to make sure we build a meaningful, lasting relationship, and if the lucky contestant has won over our lady’s heart...we’ll give them the mating ceremony of their dreams.

      “You might be asking yourself, what does a drag queen know about fated mates? Under all this glam and glitter are some fierce fur and fangs. Ask for makeup tips if you see me in the street, but trust me, you don’t want to cross my wolf deep in the forest. Wait. Cut.”

      “Why? That was amazing,” Marissa said. Didn’t need wolf instincts to know that my producer was flustered. This job was a big step up for her, but I was confident she could pull it off. Her experience was mostly with gossip sites, but I’d been so impressed with her during the interview there was no way I was letting someone else have her. The shifter community deserved something fresh and new, and we were ready to deliver.

      “It was aggressive. The last thing we need is a bunch of stuck-in-their-ways wolves showing up here to issue a challenge.” I wasn’t afraid of the big bad wolf, but I had better things to do.

      “I liked it,” Bjorn, our camera guy, said. In his human form, he was a gorgeous six-and-a-half-foot wall of muscle with long blond hair that belonged on the cover of a romance novel, but he hailed from the frozen tundra and shifted into a polar bear. “It says you won’t take any shit.”

      “It was a tad bit aggressive,” Marissa challenged. The two of them hadn’t agreed on one thing since we started working together. The only reason I didn’t put a stop to it was because they pushed each other to come up with better ideas.

      “You’re human. It’s different for shifters.” Bjorn grinned at her, and she steeled herself, like she took that as an insult.

      My glam squad took advantage of the break. I usually handled these things myself, but The Mating Game was far beyond the scope of anything I’d tackled before, and even I couldn’t do everything myself. This was a much bigger undertaking than The Real Werewives, which had been shot guerilla-style, with just a producer and a camera. The Mating Game had stages, lighting, hair and makeup teams, wardrobe people, and a whole team of consultants to help me be the fairy godmother I’d promised each and every contestant I would be.

      My makeup artist reapplied my baby pink lipstick. It had a slight sparkle to it and matched my favorite wig of the moment.

      “I’m so glad we went with this dress.” The wardrobe designer beamed at me, the silver sequins reflecting on her face. The dress was sleeveless, with a modest neckline and a cut that skimmed my body. The slit revealed an almost scandalous amount of thigh, and of course, I had the perfect silver heels to match. “You look like a total goddess on the monitors.”

      I tapped my chest over my heart and mouthed thank you before she disappeared into the shadows behind the monitors.

      “Let’s continue, shall we? We can decide whether to keep that aggressive bit in the final edit. Five, four, three...” I gave Marissa and Bjorn a chance to get settled, but the bear shifter had gotten under her skin. “Cindy Charon doesn’t believe in fated mates, and that makes her our perfect first contestant. She was one of those she-wolves who did the right thing to make her pack happy. But the man she married was not her mate. How do we know that? Her she-wolf said so. If that’s not enough proof for you, he abandoned her and her three small children.” I paused to let the gravity of that settle with the viewers. “We’re going to pull out all the stops to find the wolf that’s right for Cindy, and give her the life she’s forgotten she deserves.”

      “That’s a cut.” Marissa started clapping, and the rest of the crew followed suit.

      “Thanks, everyone. We’re off to an amazing start, but the real magic will take place on the stage, when we bring our fated mates together.” I could not wait for that moment, when the couples looked at each other, and everyone could see that zap of electricity between them, the one that bound their hearts together until the end of time. It was enough to make the coldest, hardest heart believe in true love.

      “So, I need to talk to you about that.” Marissa moved forward, but her eyes kept darting back to her tablet. We’d have to have a chat about multitasking. “One of our contestants canceled. Their agent said—”

      “Agent?” I couldn’t have heard her right. “Why would one of our contestants have an agent?”

      She let out a deep sigh. “The pool of interested wolves wasn’t as deep as we anticipated. Once we weeded out wolves that weren’t up to our standards, the pool wasn’t very deep at all. Other species got far more applicants, and I wanted to keep Cindy with a wolf. I wanted to make sure we had plenty of options—both good and bad. So I reached out to some talent agencies.”

      “You hired actors?”

      She nodded.

      A few things would have to freeze over before I allowed an actor to grace the stages and screens of The Mating Game. “No. Absolutely not. We can’t have actors. The fastest way to destroy trust is if the contestants think their mate is faking what they feel for them.”

      “But the contestant wouldn’t pick one of the actors, right?” Bjorn asked. “He wouldn’t be her fated mate.”

      Marissa brightened, and we had a first on The Mating Game: She agreed with the big bear.

      “People love the drama that reality shows bring,” she added.

      I shook my head. “That’s not what The Mating Game is about. The purpose of this show is to give women the courage to stand up and demand what they deserve. Forever’s too important to mess around with. And that’s why we need wolves to compete for Cindy’s heart.”

      “Okay, I’ll get to work. Maybe there are some wolves I overlooked.” Marissa sighed and hurried off the stage.

      I was about to tell her we couldn’t afford to overlook anything, but for The Mating Game to be a hit, I’d have to send my inner perfectionist on an all-expenses-paid trip to Tahiti until the end of the season. I’d loved Marissa because she didn’t have the same tired ideas as the rest of the people I’d interviewed. I had to give her a chance to bring these ideas to fruition, even if she didn’t make the same decisions as I would.

      Focus on the positive, I reminded myself. And I had an embarrassment of riches to choose from.

      This segment was being filmed in our brand-new headquarters in the heart of downtown Sunset Springs, Colorado. We had an indoor stage for occasions like today, a confessional room, makeover rooms, and an outdoor stage, so viewers could attend the actual mating game competition and the mating ceremony live.

      The rest of the crew still waited for my instruction. “That was amazing, everyone. Take a break—we have some time before our next segment, and once we start the episode, we’ll be full speed ahead.”

      “You don’t have to do everything yourself.” Hugo was all wolf, even in his human form. He brushed his lips against my cheek. Public displays of affection weren’t his thing, and we were working.

      I’d explained when I’d hired him as The Mating Game’s head of security that we needed to keep things strictly professional, even though we hadn’t in the past. My career was my focus right now, and I didn’t do anything I couldn’t put my all into.

      “How did I not see a smoking hot hunk of wolf like you slip in here? I guess I picked the right head of security.” I cursed myself as I put my hand on his arm. The man was solid muscle, and I couldn’t deny there was something magnetic about him. But I couldn’t give in to this pull, because it could very well end in disaster. “Did you bring me a present?”

      He looked down at the flowers in his hand. Pink roses, lilies, and some cute little filler flowers.  “Can’t let an occasion like this go by without celebration.”

      “You shouldn’t have.”

      He met my gaze. “I wanted to, Bibi. I’m proud of you. This is a huge undertaking, and you’re making it look easy. And it’s a big deal for my pack. We’ve been down on our luck for a long time, and we might not be good at showing our appreciation, but I can tell you every wolf in Green Mountain is excited about what Cindy’s fresh start might mean for them.”

      “They’re beautiful. Thank you.” I took the bouquet from him. The last thing I wanted him to think was that I was ungrateful. The Green Mountain pack had a lot in common with the pack I turned my back on, and maybe there was a little more on the line with this first episode for me than just finding Cindy a fated mate. I wanted to see this pack thrive. And do a little healing myself.

      We were standing in the middle of the stage. The crew should’ve been wrapping the equipment and getting ready for the next setup, but all eyes were on Hugo and me. We’d become the show.

      I gave him my best camera-worthy smile. “Come with me to my office?”

      He nodded.

      We’d been on a few dates after we’d been introduced during a Green Mountain crisis. They’d gone well. Too well. I wasn’t looking for a relationship right now. On paper, hiring Hugo could be considered a huge mistake. But I didn’t make those. I had opportunities to pivot and do better.

      No one knew the Green Mountain pack better than Hugo. The opportunities for growth as well as the potential for massive pitfalls. He’d be my eyes and ears in the forest. He’d do the things that I didn’t want to do when things got messy.

      Like fight. I’d never seen another wolf rival me in a fight until I met Hugo.

      And yes, I definitely had some feelings about that. Anything that came under the heading of Hugo would be labeled “complicated” and dealt with later.

      Because this wasn’t my turn to go to the confessional. I was laser-focused on finding Cindy the wolf fated to be by her side.

      I scanned the office. Allies had been hard to come by until I’d settled in Sunset Springs. It was one of the reasons I’d hired Hugo—to teach myself to relax. The wolves here weren’t out to get me, but the local packs had more than their fair share of drama to deal with, and I’d shined a giant spotlight on myself. A girl could never be too careful.

      The aroma of the bouquet had already filled the tiny room, mixed with Hugo’s earthy wolf scent. It would linger, and I’d enjoy it later. I put the flowers in a vase and took a moment to admire them. Poor Hugo stood in the doorway, looking so out of place in the state-of-the-art production studio.

      “Did you get me a card, too?”

      “No, I found that taped on the outside of the stage door. It had your name on it, so I wanted to make sure you got it.”

      “That was sweet of you. The flowers are more than enough.”

      My mind was spinning in a thousand different directions. Hugo was not quite grasping the fact we were coworkers. Marissa had hired actors without telling me. We were slated to film Cindy on stage with her potential suitors in a matter of days, and if Marissa’s assessment of the current mate pool was correct, would I actually be able to fulfill my promise that I’d be able to find Cindy the wolf of her dreams?

      Of course I would. I was Bibi le Bonnet, and I made things happen. Not only that, I made things shine.

      I sat on the desk and crossed my legs, aware of Hugo’s appreciative gaze as I slid my thumb under the envelope flap. It was heavy black paper, and my name had been written in metallic magenta ink. Whoever sent this knew what I liked.

      I gasped as soon as I read the first word.

      Bronson,

      Only my old pack still referred to me by my male name. I could still be Bronson, if I wanted to. But since coming to Sunset Springs, I’d fully embraced being Bibi le Bonnet, and that’s what all my friends and coworkers called me.

      Congratulations on your new show. We love the idea of updating traditions and bringing fated mates together.

      Are you ready to make amends?

      There was no need for the author to sign their name.

      “Hell no,” I growled, like the paper could hear me. “Not in this lifetime.”

      Hugo took the piece of paper from my hand. His eyes darkened, and I wouldn’t have been surprised if he ripped off his leather jacket and went full wolf. “Fuck. Montana’s back.”

      “Have you seen them around?” I was glad Hugo was here. I didn’t want to be alone right now. The Montana pack brought chaos with them everywhere they went, and I was not proud to have been born into that pack. They’d made it clear that they wanted nothing to do with me, and I was better off bringing my sparkle elsewhere. The letter might have seemed like a good thing, but with these wolves, it was anything but.

      “No.” He spit the word out. “But they love to recruit new wolves into their fold. Rogue, dangerous wolves. I’ll make sure every wolf on my team is on the lookout.”

      “Of course they’d reach out once we start the show.” I slid off the desk and paced my office. It was too small for all the wolf energy in here. And the last thing I would do was shift. That was exactly what Montana wanted. To lure my wolf out. To take The Mating Game away from me.

      “They won’t get their hands on you, or anything associated with the show. I guarantee it.” Hugo stepped in front of me, putting his hands on my arms. Energy rocketed between us. Hugo was ready to fight.

      But was I?

      I closed my eyes.

      Yeah, I was ready. Montana wouldn’t set the terms this time. Sunset Springs was my turf now, and I determined the rules of this game.
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      Cindy

      “Mom! Caleb just marked my spot!”

      Some sadist in my pack thought it would be cute to enlighten my twin four-year-old sons about how wolves liked to mark their territory. To be fair, they probably didn’t expect them to take the advice to heart, but they’d been pissing all over everything ever since.

      That’s what I got for relying on anyone who was willing to watch my three kids under the age of five, but I’d unexpectedly become a single mother. When my mate—

      No, he was never my mate. He was a man I committed myself to because I thought it was the right thing to do.

      Don’t mind me for being a little frazzled. Let me try that again.

      When Pedro took off after a failed challenge against our pack’s alpha, the first emotion I had was relief. I had a chance to start fresh. Our whole pack did. He might not have been our leader, but he had enough influence around here to keep people down. Set in their ways. To make them stop expecting anything better.

      “Don’t pee on anything else!” I yelled from the bottom of the stairs. A fit of giggles made me squeeze my eyes closed. My request had come too late.

      Just become one with the pee, I told myself. They’ll get bored with it if they don’t get a rise out of me. Or they’ll get kicked out of kindergarten and become the wild wolves they’re destined to be. Just like their dad.

      “I’ll be up there in a minute. Don’t...do anything else.”

      No big surprise I was woefully unprepared for life without Pedro. Caleb and Carter had been acting out, not understanding why their daddy hadn’t come home in months. I couldn’t explain it to them, because I didn’t understand, either. There was a contingent of the Green Mountain pack that wasn’t as relieved as I was that Pedro hadn’t crawled back into my life. They decided I’d be the perfect target for that frustration. I’d been in a precarious position in the pack. Some of my closest friends had to sneak behind their mates’ backs to give me a much-needed hand. Not to mention the whispers behind hands and disapproving looks volleyed at me when I ventured into our village.

      And then The Mating Game announced I’d be their first contestant. I only thought the pack had been up in arms before.

      How could I move on so fast? Did I even care about Pedro?

      I held back the urge to scream. Did anyone care what I wanted?

      Bibi and her crew would be here soon. I should have time to clean up whatever disaster had transpired upstairs, feed the kids, get Charlotte in her jammies, and make myself look presentable for my first on-camera interview.

      But first, where was my phone? Right, Charlotte had it. Maybe I wasn’t winning the mother of the year award by letting my two-year-old play with my phone, but sometimes I needed the moment of peace that it bought me. Snatching it out of her hands was not for the faint of heart, but I liked to think I was no amateur.

      I had a message.

      Girl, I am so sorry, I won’t be able to watch the kiddos tonight. I owe you big time.

      Mari would never back out on babysitting without good reason, or without her mate giving her serious grief about aiding and abetting my reality show appearance. I would bet all the money I didn’t have on option two.

      How would I keep these kids under control during my interview?

      Maybe I could talk Bibi and her crew into doing the interview after the kids went to bed?

      Like I’d actually be able to get them to bed when there was a drag queen and a camera crew in the house.

      Or maybe I could talk Wendy into it...? But she lived in Sunset Springs, and it would take forever to come here, if she even said yes.

      “Mama!” Charlotte held her arms up, opening and closing her hands. She wanted her toy back.

      “Sorry baby. Mama needs her phone.” I was holding onto the pipe dream that I’d be able to find someone to watch these kids in the next—

      Charlotte huffed, and oh no.

      Tantrum time.

      She’d missed her nap this afternoon. Her arms stiffened by her sides, her little hands balled into fists. “Want it.”

      “Mama needs it.”

      “Want. It.” She jumped, reaching for it, and then dissolved into tears when she missed.

      I scrolled through my phone, ignoring the hysterical toddler at my feet. Maybe I could talk Michelle into watching them? She was right down the street, and she’d been my lifeline since Pedro left. But then I’d have to get them over to her house...

      “Mom!” one of the twins called from upstairs.

      I opened my mouth to answer, but the sound of the fire alarm sent both Charlotte and me straight into the air.

      Frantic, I scooped up my daughter and turned to head up the stairs.

      But the source of the blaring alarm wasn’t on the second floor. Smoke plumed from the oven. I’d completely forgotten about the macaroni and cheese that I put in there...who knows how long ago, because the timer sat forgotten on the back of the stove. After putting down my hysterical toddler, who even in the midst of an emergency managed to wrangle my phone out of my grip, I pulled the blackened casserole out of the oven, opened the back door to let the smoke out, and half-heartedly waved my oven mitt at the smoke alarm to shut it off.

      Tears streamed down my face, and I hurled curses in the direction of the damn alarm. All it was doing was its job, but I felt like it was mocking me. I couldn’t even manage to heat up a damn casserole right now. And moon knows I’d had enough practice—the she-wolves of the pack had been dropping them off here on the down-low like there had been a funeral.

      The alarm finally stopped, but the tears didn’t. I leaned against the kitchen counter, desperate to regain my composure. Bibi and the crew would be here any minute...

      Which made me cry harder, and I slid down the counter onto the floor. All the frustration of the last ten years of my life poured out of me, when I’d done what everyone else told me I should do for the good of the pack, and this was what I got in return.

      A knock on the door made the boys start barking. Another charming trait they’d picked up in the last few weeks. I wiped under my eyes...good thing makeup remained at the bottom of my to-do list, because it would be all over everything at this point.

      Charlotte ran to the door. Stranger danger wasn’t a thing in Green Mountain Village—nobody came here unless they had to—and she opened it to reveal a spectacularly sparkly drag queen, a giant blond man who exuded some serious bear energy wielding a camera, and a tiny, dark-haired human woman who was perfectly put together—it was probably a requirement hanging out with Bibi—in tow.

      “Hey, sugarplum.” Bibi picked up Charlotte. “Aren’t you just as cute as a button?”

      Charlotte’s mouth dropped. “Princess?”

      My daughter wasn’t the only one absolutely fascinated by Bibi le Bonnet. She was this ethereal creature, this ideal that no one could possibly meet. I mean, she had sparkly eyelashes. I couldn’t even remember the last time I’d managed a shower by myself.

      “You’re the princess. I’m more like your mom’s fairy dragmother. Which would make me your drag grandmother. Oh, I am way too young for that.” She laughed. “Where’s your mom?”

      “I’m in the kitchen.” Still slumped in an upright fetal position, hugging my knees to my chest.

      Bibi put Charlotte down, and her impossibly high heels clicked on the linoleum floor. The last time I’d worn a pair of heels was probably my ceremony day. I didn’t call it my mating ceremony anymore, because Pedro wasn’t my mate.

      She wore a black-and-white patterned dress. One arm was completely bare, that was, until the opera glove started, and the other side had a giant poof at the shoulder. It was a wonder she managed to get Charlotte to let go.

      Bibi kneeled in front of me, the hair from her shocking red-bobbed wig falling slightly toward her face, and frowned. I couldn’t be more of her polar opposite if I tried in my stretched-out T-shirt and ripped leggings.

      My socks didn’t even match.

      Her entourage stood behind her and looked at each other, confused whether or not they were supposed to be capturing this absolute rock bottom moment.

      The thought that I could look back on this and laugh meant that I believed that things would get better. They had to. There was nowhere to go but up.

      “What happened here?” Bibi asked as she settled beside me. I cringed at the thought of her beautiful dress making contact with the kitchen floor.

      “You mean, why does my house smell like burnt cheese and little boy pee?”

      “I wasn’t going to bring it up, but now that you mention it.” She put her hand on my arm and gave me the first smile without pity that had come in my direction since long before Pedro took off. “My plan was to give you three choices about what you wanted to do tonight, but we have no choice but to make this better.”

      “I’m not sure you can.” My heart broke to say the next words. “I should back out of The Mating Game.”

      Fire engine red lips formed a perfect O. “Why on earth would you think you should do that?”

      “Isn’t it obvious?”

      “You’re a perfect fit for The Mating Game.” Bibi shifted her long legs to get more comfortable, looking even more out of place among discarded toys and too many dishes in the sink. I was embarrassed that I didn’t have a chance to shove everything into a closet, a backroom, somewhere Bibi, her crew, and anyone who eventually watched this didn’t have to see it. “My mission is to make you believe that you’re worthy of all the amazing things that are about to happen to you. Please don’t back out.”

      The next wave of the meltdown sucker-punched me, and there was nothing I could do to stop it. Bibi pulled me into a hug and rubbed my back until I cried all the frustration, anger, and embarrassment out.

      I pulled away to catch my breath. Bibi’s shoulder was soaked. At least it was the bare one. Of course I’d be the one to finally give her a flaw.

      “Tell me everything. If you’re ready.”

      “Where do I even start?”

      Marissa tapped my shoulder and handed me a tissue. “Want some tea?”

      “Sure. I mean, maybe. If I have any, it’s in the cabinet over the stove.” I slid to the side so she could reach it. “The mugs are there too. You’re welcome to have some.”

      Bjorn opened the tripod for his camera. They were filming this. The boys came downstairs, sensing two new shifters in the house.

      Their mouths gaped at the sight of the sparkly goddess beside me and the bear of a man behind the camera. I held my breath, expecting them to try to mark their territory, but I was too overwhelmed to do anything about it.

      But so far, it looked like they might actually behave.

      “Start at the beginning.” Bibi welcomed Charlotte back into her lap.

      “Like how I wound up married to a wolf that wasn’t my mate?” Humans thought of marriage as the ultimate commitment, but they had an out. They could walk away from each other, even if it tended to be messy and painful. Becoming mated was so much more. It was a soul contract, written in the stars before the wolves involved in it had ever laid eyes on each other. That was all I could say about it because I had yet to experience a true mate bond.

      But I wanted it. There was a wolf out there for me.

      Bibi scrunched her nose. “If you want to talk about Pedro.”

      I’d studied what Bibi had done with The Real Werewives. She had a way of getting people to tell her things they wouldn’t tell anyone else. Agree to things way out of their comfort zone. Right now, she was giving me a one-way ticket out of this pity party.

      And somehow, my kids were being good in her presence, so it would be pretty reckless of me to doubt her magic.

      “I do. Everyone says they want to know what happened, but they never give me a chance to answer, and I’ve lain awake more nights than I can count thinking about what I wanted to say.” I accepted the steaming mug of tea that Marissa offered. “I didn’t have to mate with a wolf in the Green Mountain pack. Technically. But it was expected. Celebrated. Some of my friends found their mates right away. They’re still together. Others got the hell out of Dodge. Those were the smart kids, the ones who got scholarships. That could’ve been me, but I had to go straight to work after school to help my mom after my dad died. Wolves take care of their own. So I never worried about my future, because I thought, when it was my turn, I’d be taken care of, too.”

      “That’s a great theory, when it works. But packs have changed, and there are too many wolves that don’t have a place anywhere.” Bibi’s words had an edge, like all those glitter-covered wounds that were still healing. “That’s why we’re doing The Mating Game. It’s time to change the way wolves think about finding fated mates. You deserve to find a wolf that makes you feel like a queen.”

      “I feel like a queen right now.” Sad as that was. Sitting on the floor with Bibi and the kids—while Marissa made peanut butter and jelly sandwiches assembly-line style to replace my burned mac and cheese, and Bjorn watched her with guarded amusement—was the most peaceful and orderly my life had been in a long time.

      Bibi laughed. “Then we definitely have some work to do.”

      “How are we going to pull this off? My babysitter bailed tonight. My house has been marked by my two tiny wolves. How will I convince a mate they want this?”

      “By being you.”

      She was determined to make me cry every last bit of emotion out tonight.

      My she-wolf told me not to get my hopes up, but I was tired of mediocre. I wanted some of that sparkle that Bibi was more than ready to serve.

      “I’m not sure who I am anymore.” Out of the corner of my eye, I caught Carter climbing Bjorn’s leg, and Caleb getting way too close to the camera. “Boys. No. Eat your sandwiches.”

      “Maybe we should go somewhere else,” Bibi suggested.

      “All of us? You’re underestimating how much time it takes to get three kids out of the house.”

      Caleb turned to us. “Where are we going?”

      “You’re staying here. Your mom is coming for a walk with Bjorn and me,” Bibi said.

      Marissa turned to her boss, knife still in hand. “Wait. What?”

      “Well, I certainly can’t watch the kids. I’m the host. Besides, Auntie Bibi doesn’t babysit until they’re housebroken. Don’t worry, you’ll be great at it. You’ve already made them dinner. They’ll love you.”

      Marissa turned to Bjorn, but he simply grinned at her as he removed the camera from the tripod.

      No wonder Pedro left. We were chaos at our very best. “What happens when the show is over, and my new wolf realizes this is his life now?”

      Bibi waved her hand at me. “It won’t be anyone’s life anymore after you all go through Bibi Bootcamp. We’ll get you the help you need to make your life exactly how you want it to be.”

      “How?”

      “You have to believe in fate, Cindy.” She walked to the front door and took my jacket off the hook. “Now are you ready to do this while we have a perfectly capable and willing—"

      Marissa opened her mouth to protest, but Bibi waved her off.

      “—babysitter, and a fabulous fairy dragmother with an almost unlimited budget to make your dreams come true?”

      The kids didn’t even complain when I left. The forest air was cool and crisp, and it felt good to be outside with adults.

      “Is it weird that I feel guilty that I’m doing this?” I pulled my coat tightly around me. Even in heels, Bibi walked much faster than I did.

      “We won’t be gone long, and Marissa will be fine. She always gets flustered at first, and then she pulls the task off without a hitch.”

      “Not about that. About Pedro.” How could I put this into words? “He left months ago, and I was never in love with him, but I feel like I’m the one who’s abandoning him.”

      “Of course you do. You’re a she-wolf. We can’t handle abandonment because it’s not supposed to happen to us. Even if you were never in love with him, you’re still mourning his loss. You had a life with him, and everything you knew, everything that made you feel comfort and security, is gone.”

      I appreciated Bibi’s calm, cool, and collected demeanor, but she couldn’t be perfect at everything. Even if she hit the nail on the head when it came to the emotions swirling inside of me.

      “What do you know about being abandoned?”

      “I lived a good part of my life as a man and had to run a thousand miles before I found where I belonged. It wasn’t easy, but it was worth it.”

      “Sometimes it’s easy to forget you lived another life before this,” I said.

      “That’s what you’ll be saying about yourself at the end of this episode. But you’ll never forget who you were, Cindy. It becomes a part of your armor. It will make you invincible.”
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