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        Once upon a time…

        Nah, scratch that.

        These aren’t those kinds of stories.

        Yeah, there are supernatural creatures, magic, and love inside these tales. But there’s also crude behavior, foul language, and steamy sex scenes, involving boorish alpha males with bad attitudes and over the top possessive behavior.

        Still wanna stick around?

        Excellent!

        Now, we have all heard there are more things in this universe than you or I or anyone truly knows.

        Well, this group of supernatural misfits is testing the limits of what they know in order to chase the one thing they never thought they’d have a shot at controlling…their destinies.

        But only the Fates can determine true love, and in Barren County, New Jersey, these Urban Cowboy Shifters are going to find out the hard way.

        Sometimes it’s not about the family you were born into. Sometimes it’s about the family you choose. Or in this case, the Crew.

      

      

      

      
        
        Meet our Cowboys:

        Maximillian Leeds

        Emmet Quinn

        Dante Bianco

        Kian O’Malley

        Zeke Gordon

      

      

      

      
        
        *This is a series of interconnected paranormal romance standalones with steamy scenes, foul language, crude behavior, plus size heroines, mating rituals, claiming bites, possessive book boyfriends, HEA endings, and more.
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      Hope is just another word for family. Family is who we pick.

      

      Dante Bianco isn’t your average Bear. He guards his heart ferociously and prefers it that way.

      After suffering a personal loss, there isn’t much hope left for a man like him.

      Then she walks into his life, carrying a little spitfire of a daughter, and his Bear just can’t stop growling.

      Rosalie is a bright-eyed child with a heart of gold. Weird, since her mom is such a smart-mouthed female. But the closer Dante gets, the more he realizes things aren’t what they seem.

      What Avery doesn’t know about her tiny tot is a lot. That’s something Dante can truly sympathize with and maybe he can even help. But that means getting her to agree.

      Is this a match made in heaven, or will Avery dash all this Bear’s hope away?
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      What the fuck am I doing?

      Walking down the snow-covered path from my cabin on Max Leeds’ property towards the barn where I had plenty of work just waiting to be done was no big deal.

      It was a short walk. Twenty minutes or so, and I was moving pretty fast. With the big old Grizzly I had living inside me, the cold didn’t bother me none.

      Neither did the early hour or the overall quiet on the ranch at this time of day.

      The sun wasn’t up yet. But neither were most people.

      I was bigger and stronger than just about everyone on the place, except for maybe Max, but that was because his monster was more magic than animal. Like Zeke, who harbored a huge fucking dragon inside of him.

      Being born a Shifter, I’d learned to utilize my dual nature to benefit me where I needed it the most. Long hours and heavy lifting were no strangers to me.

      Farm work was in my blood—it always had been.

      I was born into the Willow Creek Clan, nestled in the heart of rural Pennsylvania, where sprawling fields stretched as far as the eye could see.

      Generations of Shifters had tilled that land, turning the rich soil into a thriving patchwork of crops. The work was hard but honest, and for a long time, I thought it would be my future, too.

      But the hateful politics of that Clan? That was another story.

      The Alpha was an old tyrant—a relic of another era—mean-spirited and hostile, more interested in control than community.

      His way of leading wasn’t about prosperity or peace. It was about dominance.

      He saw every problem as a battle to be fought and every man, woman, and Shifter as a soldier in his endless imaginary war.

      When my mama passed away, something in me shifted.

      Willow Creek no longer felt like home—it felt like a cage.

      Without her steadying presence, I didn’t have anything tethering me there. No family, no ties, no real loyalty to the land or the Alpha. And with my beast so close to the surface, I knew staying under his rule would only make things worse.

      He thrived on conflict, but I didn’t want to be a weapon for someone else’s war.

      I wanted peace—freedom, love, a chance for a real future.

      So, I packed what little I had and walked away from everything I’d ever known.

      When I came across the job advertisement for farm work here in New Jersey, I answered without a second thought.

      The truth was, I’d always liked it there, having visited infrequently in the past. With its rolling meadows and thick woods and only a few hours from the nearest shore or the big city, I felt like it had the best of every world.

      It wasn’t exactly far from Willow Creek, but it felt like a whole different life.

      This was my fresh start, away from the noise and the battles of my old life. A place where I could work the land without feeling like I was one bad day away from losing control.

      This time, the only thing I’d answer to would be the rhythm of the earth beneath my feet.

      The pay was good, which was a plus.

      I enjoyed being outdoors, and the animals here seemed to like me. They responded just fine to my natural dominance. Even the long hours were good for me.

      I needed something to quiet the great growling beast I harbored, and that was no easy feat.

      I enjoyed tending to little things. That was exactly what this place needed. Someone who could handle the small herd of dairy cows, goats, chickens, and the other assortment of farm animals that lived on this property.

      Of course, Jed handled the goats. All those Dolly Lees, Dolly Whos, and Dolly Whats, were his babies. That was just fine with me. Ornery little critters.

      Max had dubbed this place the Motley Crewd Ranch, and I had to hand it to the millionaire Jersey Devil, it was a fairly apt description for it. And for us.

      That was what we were alright, a mixed up Crew of crude and raunchy Shifters who had a snowball’s chance in hell of making a go of it. And yet, here we were. Trying and shit.

      It was a miracle we hadn’t killed each other yet.

      Especially Kian. How that Bull managed to survive each day to see the next was a riddle I’d yet to solve.

      My own inner Grizzly urged me to take a bite out of the cocky bovine, but so far, I’d managed to control my bestial urges.

      Credit for that had something to do with Penny and Jezebel moving onto the property.

      Females had a way of making things better. It wasn’t just their presence—it was something deeper, something woven into who they were.

      Like they carried a quiet kind of magic, their innate softness following them into even the roughest places.

      Somehow, that softness didn’t make them weak. It made them strong in a way that men like me couldn’t quite understand.

      It wasn’t about fixing things outright—it was about making the weight of the world feel a little lighter.

      They gave men like me—and the others who lived and worked here—something to protect, something to take care of.

      Not necessarily in a possessive way, unless they were your mates, but in a way that made us feel more grounded.

      As if having someone to anchor you kept the darker parts of you at bay. When you’ve got someone to love, you fight harder to stay good. To be worthy.

      That was all I’d ever wanted.

      That’s what I’d always imagined mates did for their men. Maybe it was just a story I’d told myself—a fairytale for monsters.

      Still, I liked to believe that someone out there could see beyond the beast, beyond the scars. Someone to remind me that even the roughest hands were capable of gentleness.

      It wasn’t about needing saving. It was more about finding balance.

      And in a place like this, surrounded by sweat, dirt, and demons of the past, balance was everything.

      Mates brought balance. At least, that was what I thought.

      Turned out, I was fucking wrong.

      Dead wrong.

      I rubbed my forehead and growled at the not so long ago memory of a metal bat colliding with my thick skull. It had been wielded by the tiniest, curviest, and angriest woman I had ever met in my whole life.

      Which was saying something since I grew up with Sows. I should tell you, proverbial Mama Bears were much worse in the flesh.

      Anyway, I wished that was the worst of our encounters, but nope. That little firecracker got me again and again.

      Maybe not with a bat. But Avery didn’t need a weapon to attack. She did just fine with her razor sharp tongue.

      I was starting to think no was her favorite word.

      The point I was making was, no, I wasn’t searching for a mate. I was not looking for that elusive dream of a woman to come busting down my door to save me from a life of loneliness or lead me to one of love.

      That is, I wasn’t doing that anymore.

      See, I knew damn well who my fated mate was.

      But did she bring me peace?

      Did she offer me a taste of that softness I alluded to earlier?

      Fuck no.

      Avery was a different breed of woman altogether, and ours was definitely not going to be just another love story.

      The woman had outright rejected me.

      Several times.

      And every fucking day that passed was like a trial on my beast and my frayed nerves. Every day she denied me was just one more test of my strength.

      I had to prove my worth, I understood that. But goddammit, it was hard to hold on to hope.

      My Bear grumbled as the barn came into view. He didn’t want to go to work. He wanted to hunt our mate.

      The beast was mad as fuck at my incompetence. He blamed me for not claiming what was ours.

      But he was also my fiercest cheerleader. My ornery Bruin was determined to see this deal done. And I had to admit, he had it right.

      This was no time to start doubting myself.

      I was going to claim the sexy little mama, and her sweet little cub, Rosalie, as my own.

      Make no mistake.

      Whether or not Avery wanted to face facts, that curvy female was all mine. She filled the hole inside my heart accurately and definitively.

      She might not be all sweetness, but I liked her sour just fine. She was fucking brilliant.

      A honey scented goddess of a woman who had to be tough to survive what she’d been through.

      I admired her greatly, and more than anything, I wanted to show her I was worthy of a chance. I didn’t need to cow a woman to prove my strength. I wanted to lift her up. To shower her with affection and keep her and Little Rosie safe.

      Speaking of Rosie, the clock was ticking on that little time bomb.

      I was pretty sure the child had a secret. But I also knew she wasn’t aware of it. Neither was her mama.

      The time for that conversation was drawing nearer and nearer, I just needed to find my tongue.

      I didn’t expect that to be an easy discussion with Avery. But nothing ever was, and maybe then she’d accept the fact that she belonged with me.

      I grinned, looking forward to that day more and more. My inner monster was counting the seconds till she wore my claiming bite.

      It wouldn’t be too long now.

      Especially with what happened after Emmet and Jez got hitched. I just had to wait her out, and I knew how to be a patient hunter.

      Mine.
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      “Nurse Brown!”

      I cringed inwardly—and probably outwardly, too, if the way Casey, the newest addition to the school nursing staff, arched an eyebrow was any indication.

      She looked at me with a mix of amusement and pity. I just couldn’t help it.

      The man had a way of making my skin crawl, always teetering on the edge of inappropriate with his overly familiar tone and invasive demeanor.

      I’d done everything in my power to steer clear of our new assistant principal, but avoiding Mr. Dryden felt like trying to dodge a heat-seeking missile.

      Somehow, he always managed to track me down whenever I was at work.

      “Nurse Brown, there you are!” he exclaimed, his voice carried across the hallway like nails on a chalkboard. “I was hoping we could take a coffee break together.”

      His grin spread wide, revealing teeth that were yellowed and streaked with tobacco stains.

      The truth was, he stunk like an old ashtray, the kind my Paw Paw used to have overflowing in his old Buick.

      Ew.

      I resisted the urge to visibly recoil, though my stomach twisted in protest. Why was it always the ones with no sense of boundaries who had the audacity to act like we were in some office rom com?

      Seriously. No, thank you.

      Casey shot me a look that said, Good luck, Av, you’re on your own with this one.

      I never wanted to scream more. But I was a professional, and if little kids with bleeding boo-boos, snotty noses, and toilet accidents didn’t scare me, then neither did this creep.

      I glanced at Casey one last time, to see if she might help, but nope. She busied herself with the files on the desk, leaving me to fend for myself.

      Forcing a polite but strained smile, I responded, “Thank you, Mr. Dryden, but I’ve already had my coffee.”

      And if he kept this up, I was going to need something a lot stronger.

      “Oh, drat. That’s a shame. Well, tell me, how is little Rosalind?” he asked, and I refrained from rolling my eyes.

      “Rosalie,” I corrected, “is fine.”

      “No more incidents, I presume. We had a nice little chat she and I,” he said, eyes gleaming.

      “What? When?”

      “I had Miss Dembeck bring her to my office after the morning snack for a talk about how to play nice with our friends,” he said, smiling at me as if he was some sort of hero.

      Alarm bells went off inside my brain and it was all I could do not to punch him right in his stupid throat. I was barely resisting the urge, keeping the fact I needed a job to pay the bills firmly in my mind.

      Most importantly, I had to pay the mechanic who just informed me I needed a new transmission on my piece of shit car. It broke down this morning on my way to school with Rosie and both of us had been late.

      It was the third time this year that stupid hunk of metal had crapped out on me and transmissions were not cheap. Luckily, Rosie and I could catch a ride with Penny after school, since she was usually at the bakery around that time.

      The mornings would suck since that was when it was coldest, but we’d get by. We always did.

      First, I had to deal with this dickwad.

      “Excuse me? You did what?” I asked, hoping I’d heard him wrong.

      He was new to town and to this position, but ever since he’d arrived less than two weeks ago, I’d had the worst feeling about him. Like something was off with the tall, skinny man.

      Big time off.

      But since I tended to be uptight about new people, I tried to ignore it. My defenses were always on high alert. I mean, I was a single mom.

      Once bitten, twice shy. Wasn’t that a song?

      “I would think you’d be happy Rosalind, and I were becoming such good friends,” he said, still saying her name wrong.

      Was he serious?

      “I’m sorry, am I understanding you? Did you really speak to my child without my knowledge?”

      Oh, hell no.

      “Well, after that little incident with Lisa on the playground yesterday, I felt someone should step in to guide Rosalind’s behavior. I know how being a single parent can be detrimental to some children’s development. I also know Rosalind has no father at home. But you and I seem to get along, don’t we? I was sure you wouldn’t mind⁠—”

      Well, it looked like my first instincts were correct. The man was nuts.

      “Stop right there, Mr. Dryden. The fact is, I do mind. Very much,” I said, feeling that familiar rage only another single parent could identify with, build inside of me.

      This was bad. I couldn’t afford to blow up at work, but really? What did he expect? That I would be grateful for him sticking his big nose in my business?

      I knew Rosie was having a difficult time getting along with her friends right now. And there were a million possible reasons for her behavior, but I was working on it with her.

      Mr. Dryden had just started at the school and the fact was he didn’t know me or my child from Adam.

      How dare he?

      My sweet little girl had been showing signs of being overly emotional just lately. But I was working with her on positive ways to process her feelings as well as acceptable ways to express them without violence or tantrums.

      It was a work in progress, and Miss Dembeck was aware since we’d discussed it together. We even came up with a plan of action to help in case Rosie became upset during school.

      And absolutely none of those plans involved this man marching in and taking my child to his office without my knowledge or permission. I didn’t give a crap if he was the assistant principal.

      “You have no right to have my child taken out of the classroom for private chitchats in your office about anything, do you hear me? You have seriously overstepped,” I said, barely hanging on to my temper.

      “I am sorry you feel that way, Avery. I thought you would appreciate it, and I assure you my actions fall very much in line with my job description,” he said, presenting himself as Mr. Do-Gooder with what I knew was false sincerity.

      But I had no proof. And I needed my job.

      “Well, in your job description or not, consider this your notice that I, as Rosie’s mother, do not give you or any other faculty member at this school permission to speak to my child alone without my presence. I will be sending this in an email to Principal Jefferson. Right now, in fact,” I said, narrowing my eyes at the man.

      He might be taller than me, but I was pretty sure I could take him in a fight. And right then, I wanted nothing more than to pummel his dumb ass.

      “I understand you are upset, but I think you’ll see I only meant to help Rosalind, Nurse Brown. I’m sure when you have a chance to think it over, you will appreciate my efforts. Don’t worry, we can try coffee again on Monday,” he said, touching his fingertips to my arm before walking away.

      What the actual fuck?

      I stormed into the nurse’s room and covered my face with my sweater so I could scream into it without causing a commotion.

      “Um, Av? Are you okay?” Casey asked.

      “No! I am not okay. Did you hear that?”

      “I did, and I agree. The man overstepped, and he is so gross,” Casey whispered.

      “And coffee? Does he really think I would drink coffee with him? Ugh. Well, I’m sending that email. I do not want him talking to Rosie again. He couldn’t even get her name right!”

      I sat down at my desk and opened a blank email, which I filled with my complaint and my request.

      Before I could talk myself out of it, I sent the thing. Marked urgent.

      A few minutes later, I received a vague reply from Principal Jefferson saying she’d pass my request to Miss Dembeck, Rosie’s teacher.

      Of course, I’d already emailed her as well, and she apologized profusely for the entire thing.

      For some reason, Miss Dembeck was under the impression I was dating the new assistant creep and that he had my permission to parent my daughter.

      As fucking if.

      Rosie might not have a dad, but even if I were in the market for a father figure for her, it sure as fuck would not be that pencil dick asshat.

      The image of one particular man came to mind when I thought of prospective dads for my Rosie, but I quickly pushed it away.

      Dante Bianco was not mine.

      Whatever shenanigans went on out at the Motley Crewd Ranch, that man was none of my business.

      Sure, my BFF had married and mated—which after she’d come out to me as a newly made Jersey Devil Shifter, I assumed was referring to some claiming ritual and not just the badoink-a-doinking that was going on out there—a Shifter, but that didn’t mean everyone else was that lucky.

      It took me like a day to understand what the heck Penny had been talking about, but after she transformed into a very red and very furry creature with wings, I’d just accepted it as fact.

      Supernaturals were real.

      And they lived really fucking close to me.

      I had no idea if the rest of the staff at Motley Crewd shared Max and Penny’s gifts, but I was sure they were more than human.

      Especially Dante.

      He was just so big and powerful. I mean, all the guys were handsome, but he took the cake as far as I was concerned.

      Those velvet brown eyes and plump lips. Impossibly wide shoulders and thick, juicy thighs of his could only be the result of some supernatural force.

      In other words, the man was too damn hot for words. Definitely too hot for a single mom with wide hips and stretch marks on her belly and boobs.

      Don’t judge. Having a baby was hard on a body, fuck you very much.

      I wasn’t self-conscious, just self-aware. Anyway, Dante and I had our chance to see if we were compatible, but we missed that opportunity by a mile.

      He didn’t want a single mom as a girlfriend or possible mate, if that was his thing.

      I’d heard him talking to his friends after the tumultuous kiss we’d shared at Emmet and Jezebel’s wedding and what it all boiled down to was bad timing.

      I was the girl who carried too much reality to the party. The one with excess baggage.

      Oh well. Story of my life.
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      The memory replayed itself in my head and I wished like hell it wouldn’t, but there it was. Plain as day.

      I laid Rosie down on a makeshift bed of a couple of hay bales and a thick, cozy blanket. Having a wedding in a barn had its advantages, I supposed, and I grinned as I smiled at my baby girl.

      Ever since I knew she existed, she’d stolen my heart. I’d do anything for her. Anything at all.

      But just lately I’d been feeling restless. A longing for something else in my life. And of course, that made me feel guilty.

      “She looks like an angel,” a deep voice said beside me, and my whole body shivered in response.

      “Thanks. I mean, I like to think so,” I said, agreeing with Dante.

      His big body always felt so warm when he stood next to me, and I turned slightly so I could see his handsome face.

      He always had just a smattering of scruff lining his cheeks and defining that strong jaw of his and my fingers itched to touch it.

      I’d been denying it, but I had it bad for the man.

      “You know, Rosie is crazy about you,” I whispered.

      “Yeah? I like her too,” he said with a smile that seemed to fade when he looked down at me.

      He was easily a foot taller than I was, even in heels. But that didn’t stop me from sliding my hands up his chest and wrapping them around the back of his neck.

      “What are you doing, Avery?” he murmured, his voice impossibly deep.

      “Just wanted to test a theory,” I whispered, tugging on him just to see what he would do.

      Dante bent his head, his warm lips brushed against mine, and I swear, I felt him everywhere. All through me. Especially when we kissed in the dark at the back of the barn.

      Music and chatter from the wedding party faded into the background, and all I wanted was to keep on kissing him. But Dante stopped.

      Shaking his head, he stepped back, those warm velvet eyes looked hunted as footsteps approached.

      It was Penny and Max. The owner of the ranch slapped his hand on Dante’s back and the two of them walked off, leaving me and Penny with Rosie.

      A few minutes later, I asked Penny to watch my little girl while I sought Dante out. I had to know if he was feeling the same way I was.

      Something about that kiss had started a fire in my blood, and I wanted, no, I needed him to help me figure it out. Only when I did find him, he was talking to Max.

      “I can’t. She’s a mom with too many responsibilities!”

      Dante’s rough words had stopped me cold, and I left that night without talking to him. In fact, I’d been avoiding him since. Throughout the holidays, I’d managed to keep my distance.

      But Rosie’s birthday was next week, and she’d asked if Danny—that was her nickname for Dante—could come to her party.

      What kind of mom would I be if I said no? Besides, we were having it at the ranch. That would be kind of rude of me to leave him out.

      I had the invitation with his name on it in my purse, along with the handful of others I’d addressed and placed in stamped envelopes.

      Dante might not be the man for me, but he was kind to my daughter. She loved the big cowboy, and that was enough for me to invite him.

      Like I already said, I would do anything for my Rosie.

      Ignoring the big, burly man wasn’t going to be easy. But I’d manage.

      All I had to do was remember he didn’t want me.

      Oh no. Not a mama with a ready-made family.

      Mr. Sexy Cowpoke wanted a virgin, some mythical, untouched maiden to fit perfectly in his little fantasy world where women stayed barefoot and pregnant in his kitchen.

      Guys like him all wanted a real damsel in distress type. The kind where he could play knight in shining fur or whatever for however long it took until he got bored and moved on to greener pastures, and well, I simply wasn’t that.

      Rosie was irrefutable evidence of that I was about as far from virginal as you could get.

      I couldn’t say I was surprised by Dante’s rejection of me. But I was disappointed.

      Terribly disappointed.

      I needed to get over it and him. Because honestly? I didn’t have time to waste on someone who didn’t want me or couldn’t accept me as I was.

      Not even big, sexy someones who treated my little girl like a princess and was as polite and gentle as he was hulking and handsome.

      Okay, I was being ridiculous.

      Mourning him was idiotic.

      One kiss did not a relationship make, and even though I thought it was pretty nice—and by that I meant earth shattering—Dante clearly did not feel the same.

      I was much better off having shoved the confounded man into the friend-zone where my desire for him should hopefully die a quick death.

      Only, it wasn’t working.

      I still dreamed about him. Still pictured him when I used my little personal massager in the dark of night when I was all alone in my bed.

      Shit.

      The bell rang, its sharp, familiar tone echoing down the hallways and signaling the countdown: two more hours to go.

      I let out a slow breath, reminding myself that I could get through it.

      Most days, being a school nurse was fulfilling.

      The small victories kept me going—patching up scraped knees, soothing anxious students, and occasionally being the only adult who really listened to a kid in need.

      But today wasn’t most days.

      After Mr
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