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        Before you begin sign up for my newsletter here:

        SUBSCRIBE HERE

        OR here

        https://www.magicmayhemandmates.com

      

        

      
        This is a work of fiction. All of the characters, names, places, organizations, and events portrayed in this novel are either part of the author’s imagination and/or used fictitiously and are not to be construed as real. Any resemblance to any person, living or dead, actual events, locales or organizations is entirely coincidental. This eBook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. All rights are reserved. No part of this book is to be reproduced, scanned, downloaded, printed, or distributed in any manner whatsoever without written permission from the author. Please do not participate in or encourage piracy of any materials in violation of the author’s rights. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.

      

      

      
        
        P.S.  I am super excited to be able to offer you exclusive bundles available only on CDGORRI.COM for readers using my BUY DIRECT option.

        Right now, I have several bundles available at a whopping 30% off the listed prices and there are several series bundles to choose from.

        Orders will be delivered via BookFunnel email. Just download to your favorite app and READ!

        Thank you for buying direct. Have an awesome day!

        xoxo,

        C.D. Gorri
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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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        He’s been looking for someone to hold on to. She’s been waiting for the right guy.

      

        

      
        This Jersey Devil has a jaded past. Too many loveless affairs, sleazy backroom deals, and an overall loss of his love for life has led Maximillian Leeds to one conclusion.

        He needs a change.

        What could be more different for a city slicker than buying a ranch in Northern New Jersey?

        There’s just one problem.

        He has no idea how to run a farm/ranch/thing.

        What’s he even supposed to do on a horse?

        An announcement in a supernatural newsletter gets him a misfit group of lone Shifters that all have one thing in common. They each need an anchor to settle their beasts.

        Good thing the Motley Crewd Ranch is fully insured.

        Thinking he's made a big mistake, Max changes his tune when he meets his fated mate at the Devil’s Food Bakery.

        The pouty-lipped maker of decadent delights makes his mouth water.

        Can this Jersey Devil convince the curvy baker to be his?
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      Something tickled the periphery of my brain.

      I couldn’t identify it. Not yet. Not while sleep still clung to me like the cloying stench of the too-strong perfume the women I’d fucked around with last night wore.

      Was someone here?

      An animal?

      A person?

      Whoever it was, they weren’t a threat. At least, not yet.

      They were simply hovering there, while I came to slowly, still enjoying my time on the other side of consciousness.

      I wasn’t worried, though. If I was in danger, my Devil’s instincts would surely have woken me up before now.

      I sighed and stretched, appreciating the cool, dewy grass as it slid across my overheated skin.

      It felt even better than the ridiculously high thread count of my Egyptian cotton sheets back inside my bedroom.

      But maybe that was because this house, my room, all of it felt like some kind of cage trying to trap me in. I mean, it wasn’t always that way. But just lately.

      Fuck. Yeah. Lately.

      The September sun was beating down on me from above. I could feel it, but I had yet to greet it properly.

      I wondered what time it was. Growling a yawn, I opened one eye, expecting to see maybe one of the women still hanging around from last night, though I was fairly certain I’d told them to leave.

      A gentleman made sure his sex partners came once or twice, which I always did. But that didn’t mean I had to extend them an invitation to stay the night.

      They already knew that. And when the blonde had asked, I politely declined, informing her I’d rather sleep alone.

      The smell greeting me was a woman alright. But not one I wanted to see while I was sporting some morning wood.

      An issue that corrected itself the second I blinked the sleep from my eyes and recognized the unhappy mien staring daggers at me.

      Fuck my life.

      I sat up fast as lightning, and really, it felt like a bolt had just struck me on my ass.

      I covered my eyes and shook my head.

      This was definitely not okay.

      “You’ve got to be shitting me,” I grumbled aloud.

      “Maximillian McGregor Lucien Leeds, I assure you I am not shitting you,” Grandmother Leeds said as she stared down at me.

      Her disapproval grew until it was practically a living thing. Sure, I’d spent the night outdoors after another evening of debauchery and sin. And now I was sprawled across the greenery, naked as the day I was born instead of inside my posh bedroom in one of the Leeds’ ritzy family estates.

      I suppose I should have covered up. Then again, my grandmama was the one who surprised me, arriving unannounced.

      Besides, she was no stranger to nudity.

      I could only imagine the number of times she wiped my ass when I was but a babe. But it was too goddamn early for this. And I was in no mood.

      “What do you want, Grandmother?” I grumbled and stood up, picking grass out of my hair.

      Yes, I had better manners, but I was a little pissed. And really, who could blame me?

      I had every right to be upset. After all, she, or rather, her grandmother, was the reason I, and most of my kin, shared our souls with this thing inside of me.

      “That thing you so callously refer to in your very loud thoughts, Grandson of mine, is you,” she snapped.

      “Oh no! I am more than instincts and need,” I replied angrily.

      Okay, fine. I was being a dick. Whatever,

      But I was mad. At her. At myself. At the whole fucking world. Mostly, at that side of me that was making impossible demands.

      “You are your Devil, Maximillian. It’s not like with typical Shifters. The beast inside you doesn’t exist separately from you. It’s a symbiotic relationship, and it’s about time you understood that,” she barked angrily.

      Ugh.

      Grandmother was loud at the best of times. And at the worst, like now when I was on the receiving end of a rather excruciating headache as a result of the magicked whiskey I drank last night, she sounded even louder.

      “Fine. I will endeavor to understand.”

      “Maximillian, I had hoped for more than that from you by now!”

      “Okay, but can you tone it down?” I asked, wincing as soon as the words left my lips.

      “Tone it down? I should think you would be grateful I came in person to tell you about the state of your inheritance, dear boy.”

      I stomped through the garden with Grandmother Leeds hot on my tail—metaphorical not literal since that part of me was safely tucked away.

      The old woman was spry for a two hundred and seventy year old. I’d give her that.

      Of course, she claimed to be a hundred and eighty, but that was bullshit. The Leeds family had been in these parts since before the War.

      Revolutionary, not Civil, though we were here for that, too.

      Grandmother was not the first Mother Leeds, but her reign certainly was long. Just like her reach. And the thought made my balls shrivel.

      “What are you talking about? My inheritance?”

      “I do not believe I stuttered, Grandson.”

      “You’re saying if I don’t clean up my act the money is gone? Is that it?”

      “That is precisely it. Do better, Maximillian.”

      Well, fuck.

      I frowned as she went on and on about some property of ours. Apparently, she wanted me to oversee its reconstruction.

      What?

      “No thank you, Grandmother. I am perfectly fine here.”

      “Perfectly fine here? Young man, you are completely miserable and doing nothing worthwhile, I might add!”

      “I said no, Grandmother⁠—”

      “Sorry, old boy, but this is not a request,” a deep, masculine voice joined in the discussion.

      “Ugh, what are you doing here?” I spat the question.

      Fuck.

      Usually, I could talk Grandmother down from whatever scheme she had in her head but Avail. He was another story.

      I rubbed the top of my head and inhaled. Apparently, my older cousin Avail had arrived and was now standing beside their grandmother.

      When did that asshole get here?

      I huffed and quickened my pace, not caring that my manhood was swinging around in the wind. Served them right to have to see my cock and balls before breakfast.

      “Couldn’t have waited for a decent hour to come at me with this, could you? Damn it. What time is it, anyway?”

      “You will stop and listen! MAX!” Grandmother yelled.

      I tried the doorknob to the kitchen entrance, but it was locked. Now, I hated the idea of breaking it. But another second of this shit and I would not have a choice.

      “Try the little rock hide-a-key thing,” Avail murmured, still smothering his laugh.

      “You know, you could have called and warned me this was about to happen,” I growled at my cousin as I bent down to find the fake stone that hid the extra key.

      “Oh God, warn me first, for fuck’s sake,” Avail grumbled, and I snorted.

      “What’s the matter, cousin? I’m fairly certain my asshole is prettier than your face and you look at that decrepit thing every day,” I snarked.

      “You wish you reprobate,” Avail snarled.

      Good to see the older man still had it in him. I smirked.

      “Boys! I will remind you, I am still standing here,” Grandmother interrupted.

      Technically, this was Grandmother Leeds’ property. All the family’s estates were in her name. But still. I’d have thought to have a little bit of privacy in my own—sorta—home.

      “Maximillian, I mean it. If you don’t do what I am asking, the money will be gone!”

      I finally unlocked the door and walked inside the kitchen where Mrs. O’Hare, my housekeeper and former nanny, was busy making breakfast. I walked in, ignoring her startled yelp.

      “It’s just a cock, Mrs. O’Hare,” I said to the older Witch, who cleaned and cooked for me seven days a week.

      “Yes, well, it’s only eight o’clock, Mr. Leeds. I’ll be needing a second cup of coffee if I have to face that thing,” she mumbled, waving her hand and summoning a robe for me.

      “Maximillian, be polite,” Grandmother snapped.

      “Sorry, Molly,” I replied and grinned, kissing the old woman on the cheek.

      The Witch had been my nursemaid since birth. I’d known her my entire life. Pitiful as it sounded, she was sort of my closest friend. My surrogate mother.

      How sad was that?

      Avail watched the byplay without comment. Thanking Molly when she refreshed his coffee from my pot. He took one of my biscuits, too.

      The jerk.

      I loved breakfast. It was my favorite meal. But I didn’t stop to snag a bite or to breathe in the succulent scents of bacon and sausage frying in heavy cast iron pans.

      “Good morning, Mrs. O’Hare,” Grandmother said.

      “I take it you’re in trouble then, are you?” Mrs. O’Hare asked.

      I could have explained, but instead, I shrugged and hightailed it to my bedroom, hoping for a moment of silence and maybe a shower before I finished this discussion with my cousin and relentless grandmother.

      But those hopes were thwarted as both Avail and Grandmother kept up with me.

      Of fucking course they did.

      Grandmother was going on and on about the family legacy and the importance of this last quarter moon. Of course, Avail was trying not to laugh and failing miserably as she went down the list of things I was doing wrong with my life.

      The prick.

      But what did he know? Avail had no problems appeasing our demanding and utterly frightening grandmother. He already had his promised one. She had agreed to his mate claim and bore him children. They even had another one on the way.

      Whereas I was just sick and tired, and well, bored with everything. I’d become completely jaded. Forty was right around the corner, and I hadn’t spied hide nor hair of my fated mate.

      I was tired of looking. I would never find my promised one. That was my harsh and cold reality. My Devil would never be sated.

      I only had three weeks left before this last quarter moon. It was a special one. I knew it all too well.

      The last quarter moon before I turned forty. Four decades on this earth with no mate to satisfy my inner Devil, and that meant trouble for my kind. There was a balance to maintain between my humanity and supernatural sides, and I needed a female to help me find that balance.

      Without it, I could go mad. Lose control. Risk being put down by my own kin.

      Whatever.

      Maybe Grandmother was just being dramatic with all this nonsense. I could survive without a mate. It’s been done. I think.

      But no money?

      Now, that was a problem.

      I admit I’d grown too used to this lifestyle to think about starting from scratch. Then again, maybe that would be a good thing.

      Maybe if I had something to strive for, I’d give my Devil something to worry about besides searching for a mate.

      I could stop wasting my life sleeping around and partying like some trust fund brat with my own reality show.

      Gods, no.

      “Fine. Okay? But what am I supposed to do exactly? Move? And then what?” I asked as Mother Leeds turned her back and walked away.

      “Figure it out, dear boy. Now, I will take my leave of you and, with your cousin to guide, maybe you will do the right thing. Henries will be in touch.”

      “Okay, fine. Goodbye, Grandmother,” I replied.

      What else could I say? She held all the cards. I followed Avail’s lead and kissed her cheek before she disappeared in a cloud of black smoke.

      Terrifying woman.

      Still, I loved the meddling old female. She was my blood, after all.

      “Come on, Max. I know what your Devil is going through. Let’s talk,” Avail said.

      I heaved a sigh and turned my gaze to my cousin. How could he know? How could I explain my angst and inner turmoil to him when his life was so perfect?

      But maybe he was right. Maybe a talk would help. I pushed open the door and nodded for Avail to precede me.

      “I don’t know where to start, Avail. Everything is so fucking boring.”

      “I get it. Which is why Grandmother and I have found a solution.”

      “You? What the fuck do you have to do with all of this?”

      I narrowed my eyes at my older cousin. Damned interfering scoundrel. Why couldn’t he just leave me to my mediocre life?

      “Come on. Get cleaned up, refreshed, and we will talk,” Avail said, gesturing to Max to enter as if this was his room and not Max’s.

      The nerve.
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      This had to be the worst day in the history of days,

      My asshole cousin stood there, grinning at me like he had dirt on me and was about to tattle to Grandmother.

      Our relationship had only recently become close, moving beyond the normal Christmas card exchange and nod hello should we happen to be frequenting the same establishment at the same time.

      Not that he did that anymore. Lucky bastard was too busy with his family.

      Grrr.

      The Devil inside me growled his envy. It was a vice I did not relish, nor did I care to admit I was feeling jealous of Avail and his mate, Stephanie. The former human was now a Jersey Devil herself, and it was a wonder to us all.

      The claiming bite rarely inspired a creature in the promised of one such as us. But in their case, well, they say only the truest of fated mates can conjure magic where least expected.

      Like I said. Avail was a lucky bastard.

      “Might as well spit it out, Avail,” I said, increasingly bored with this game of parading my own failures out and about for me to inspect with unerring scrutiny.

      Fuck this.

      “Oh, I shall, I shall. Coffee first?” Avail asked, holding out a travel mug of some delicious smelling brew.

      There was a grin teasing the corner of his lips, and foolish though I might be, I did not exactly trust my cousin.

      “What is it? I know you have something up your sleeve,” I grunted, taking the coffee hesitantly.

      “Just so happens I have a vested interest in this project. And Grandmother isn’t wrong. It needs managing.”

      “What is this project? And what could I possibly do about it?”

      “It’s a piece of property⁠—”

      “I’m not a property manager, for fuck’s sake.”

      I walked to my closet and pulled out a pair of my custom tailored slacks before I opened the bathroom door.

      I left it wide as I showered, leaving Avail to sit in the armchair by the window.

      “You know, cousin, the pine barrens have long since been the home of our family. It’s important to us, to our beasts,” Avail said.

      I ducked under the spray of hot water and tried to drown him out. Of course, I knew all about our family history.

      With a Grandmother like ours, how could I not?

      Did you have any idea what it was like to be a goddamn cult figure? I mean, even other supernaturals thought we were fucking mysterious.

      As for normals, well, every fucking where you looked in the state there was a Jersey Devil this or that. Of course, they didn’t know we actually existed.

      But the point was, with this super status we held, it was bloody hard to take anyone seriously whilst dating. I mean, sure, plenty of females were attracted to me. I’d just bedded two willing Witches last night.

      But it couldn’t last. I felt restless and empty after each encounter. My inner Devil wanted a mate, and I knew I was not up to snuff to find one.

      Shit.

      When did I become such a negative fucking Nancy?

      I listened to Avail opening the window, and I sucked in the familiar scent of the damp morning earth and the forest surrounding the estate.

      Ever since our grandmother lost our granddad, she’s been hounding me and all my cousins to continue the family line.

      Nothing is as important as family.

      That’s what she always said. I knew that. Sorta. I just didn’t feel all that connected, seeing as how my parents weren’t really in my life for very long. They passed away when I was a teenager, but really, I lost them years before that.

      I’d been sent away to boarding schools as soon as I could walk. Sure, Mrs. O’Hare was there for me for holidays and breaks, and the schools were the best, of course.

      But I admit I did not excel. I was something of a rapscallion. Always causing mischief and trouble, whether it was a supernatural school or a normal one. Didn’t matter to me.

      But Grandmother was always a harsh taskmaster. She expected her grandchildren to behave as befit our lineage.

      But just what did that mean?

      I never understood it. I mean, Jersey Devils came into existence hundreds of years ago. A mixture of magic, luck, destiny, and sheer will had brought us into this multiverse, and we’d claimed the pine barrens as ours ever since.

      We were bound to it. To the whole bloody state. Tethered by a connection that transcended my understanding of the supernatural. Mediocre as it was.

      But, as much as I loved the pine barrens, I wondered sometimes if it might actually be suffocating me. Or my devilish soul, at the very least.

      “Beautiful, isn’t it? I never tire of these old estates or the barrens themselves. But I’m self-aware enough to understand it’s not for everyone. Protecting it though, that’s become my focus just lately. But it’s not just the pine barrens that need our help, cousin,” Avail murmured.

      It was loud enough for me to hear with my preternatural senses as I turned off the water and dried myself with a towel.

      “What are you on about? Just spit it out, man,” I said as I slipped on my pants and marched over to the mini fridge to grab a bottle of water.

      “How much do you know about New Jersey’s role in the world’s produce? Or better yet, what do you know about cowboy culture in the Garden State?”

      I almost spit out the large sip of water I’d just taken.

      Cowboy culture? In New Jersey?

      “Avail, have you been drinking? What’s in that coffee your gorgeous wife made for you?” he asked.

      “Easy with the compliments. Cousin or not, my Devil will have me slitting your throat if you mention Stephanie.”

      “Easy, I meant no disrespect.”

      Sheesh. If that was what mating did to you, you could keep it, I thought as I shrugged on the rest of my clothes.

      “And the answer is no, I have not been drinking anything other than dark roast,” Avail replied with a grin. “I have, however, been going over our assets, and this little project Grandmother wants you to take on is a good one.”

      “Is it? And where does she want to send me, exactly?”

      “Yes, it is. Funny you should ask. It’s called Barren County.”

      “Barren? Like the Pine Barrens?” I scoffed.

      Obviously, it was no coincidence.

      “Exactly. The family has a bit of land up there. Although, technically, you would buy this traction of land with your trust fund,” he added.

      “What? Wait. Why would I spend my trust fund on land I never even saw? What kind of land?” I sputtered, hardly believing his ears.

      “A ranch. Or a farm. Well, maybe it’s both. I’m not really sure,” Avail replied with a shockingly loud laugh.

      “But that’s up to you, I guess. Anyway, you stand to lose the whole trust if you don’t buy it, Max. It’s all spelled out for you in the papers I just emailed you. Oh, Grandmother is wily, I will give her that.” Avail spoke fondly of the woman who sought to ruin my life.

      I snarled and grabbed my phone, checking my email. Fucker had highlighted the paragraph and everything. It was all true. I didn’t bother questioning the validity of the iron clad document.

      Avail was a dick, but he was an honest dick.

      “Okay. So say I buy this farm or ranch. What then?” I asked.

      “Well, my sweet Stephanie has gotten an idea in her head that you could do something with it to improve the community and give back. Make it a working ranch, er, farm. Whatever.”

      “Okay, so why can’t you do that?” I replied, not knowing what the hell any of this had to do with me.

      “I would, but with Nicholas and Christabel in grade school, I’m afraid that’s impossible. Besides, Grandmother is worried about you, what with your still being single and all.”

      “For fuck’s sake, Avail, I have plenty of women in my life. One too many, in fact,” I growled.

      “Max, you know what I am talking about. The beast is getting harder to manage, isn’t he?”

      “Our Devils aren’t separate from us,” I began, quoting our grandmother’s favorite line.

      “And yet, he is. See, I don’t think Grandmother, or the other females know how it is for us. You can feel him, though, can’t you? The snarling and scratching?”

      Avail’s tone held no humor, and I stilled.

      Shit. Maybe he did understand.

      The darkness inside me pulsed and throbbed, my ire rising. The Devil inside me only seemed to know anger and dissatisfaction these days.

      But how did Avail know?

      “I can see it, cousin. I can recognize the signs. You’re almost forty. The beast is through waiting. He wants his promised.”

      How does he know? How the fuck does he know that I wrestle with my Devil daily?

      “Whatever, cousin,” I growled, shaking off the discomfiture of feeling seen.

      “Max, you aren’t the only one. There is a whole community of male supes, Shifters, all of them alone and looking for their mates. Their beasts are uncontrollable without their fated ones⁠—”

      “What the fuck does that have to do with me?”

      “Well—”

      “Never mind, it doesn’t matter. Look, I can’t do this,” I retorted.

      “Avail, as much as I love your visits, what can I possibly do to help with this project? If Grandmother wants my money, she can have it. But how am I, Max Leeds, supposed to fix some abandoned ranch? Where would I even start?” I shouted.

      “That part’s easy. Have you ever ridden a horse, Max?”
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      “What a fucking dump,” I growled.

      I bared my teeth as a low, hiss-like sound emerged from my chest. The four-hour drive north had left me feeling antsy and restless. My skin itched for me to shift, but I couldn’t. Not yet.

      Fucking Avail.

      This sealed it. I was going to murder my cousin.

      Okay, fine. The drive was long, but I did enjoy the scenery. North Jersey was lush and green, with forests, hills, valleys, and huge tracts of farmlands, though not as big as those in the southwestern part of the state.

      My new house and lands, courtesy of a huge chunk of my trust fund, sat just beyond an enormous wrought iron gate that held a weathered sign with the letters Mi l r R n h barely visible.

      I had no idea what they once said, and furthermore I did not care. This place was a mess. A veritable fucking dump even though I was pretty sure it was supposed to be a large ranch style house.

      Right off the bat, the roof was sagging, the porch missing a few planks of wood in the steps. There was a broken window on the second floor, covered by plywood. And who knew when this place last saw a coat of paint?

      The fences looked held together by chicken wire, and fuck me, yeah, I spied some metallic gray Duct tape, too.

      My supernaturally enhanced senses allowed me to cast my sight beyond the homestead to the various tracts of land beyond the huge eyesore marked off by more wire and wood fences, most of them broken.

      An unattached, two car garage sat to the left of the house, but further away, I noted a barn-like structure, a silo, or a granary and a couple of smallish cabins beside what appeared to be animal pens.

      It all needed fixing.

      But what surprised me most were the fresh scents of manure, fur, feed, and hay. They hit me hard in the face. I stopped and turned my head in disgust.

      I was a city boy at heart. I mean, I’d attended an ivy league school, for fuck’s sake. After that, I spent a lot of my time fucking around in clubs and restaurants. Rubbing elbows with high society.

      Right now, I felt like I just got slapped with my new reality. And it stunk.

      Grrr.

      “Are you pouting, Max?” Mrs. O’Hare asked.

      “No, I’m not pouting,” I growled, but was.

      Who could blame me? The fucking place looked to be one step away from total condemnation. As it stood, I wasn’t sure if I should even attempt to step inside.

      I drove up the long gravel driveway and stopped in front of the somewhat collapsed porch.

      “I’m going to kill my cousin,” I said out loud this time.

      I could just imagine Avail laughing his ass off at my new home and country bumpkin lifestyle. I didn’t go to Princeton to end up ankles deep in mud and sniff goat shit.

      Great. I own a fucking goats farm.

      Fucking hell.

      “Let’s go, you big baby. Get out of the car,” Mrs. O’Hare chided.

      I supposed it could be worse.

      Face it, Max, you haven’t found happiness no matter where you’ve looked. This could be your shot.

      Fuck my inner voice. Apparently, even subconscious me was an asshole. I growled deep in my throat, annoyed at his inner voice’s logic.

      Fuck.

      The thing about being born to a wealthy, albeit nosy as fuck family, was that I hadn’t really been pressured or trained to do much of anything. So many things were just so easy for me.

      But this time, I felt like Grandmother and Avail had set me up for failure. I mean, what the hell did I know about running a place like this?

      You can learn. You can make it yours.

      I stepped out of the vehicle, crouched down, and huffed an angry breath before popping back up again.

      “Shit!” I yelled.

      “It’s not that bad,” Mrs. O’Hare said, but it was that bad.

      Truly, it was.

      What the hell was I going to do here?

      Aside from the deplorable state of my new home/ranch/farm, Barren County had the smallest population of any other county in New Jersey.

      No people.

      No women.

      But it did have land.

      Good, wholesome, fertile farmland. The kind that made New Jersey one of the top ten producers in the entire country of blueberries, cranberries, peaches, tomatoes, bell peppers, eggplant, cucumbers, apples, spinach, squash and asparagus.

      Considering the size of the Garden State, that truly was remarkable. It was the fourth smallest state in the good old USA.

      Apparently, the folks who founded this county had a sense of humor. Or maybe they just named it Barren to keep competitors away.

      Fuck if I knew.

      “Oh, come on, Max. Let’s see the inside,” Mrs. O’Hare said.

      I paused and looked at my former nanny and current housekeeper. She just cocked her head, stuck out her tongue, then turned and took in the sprawling ranch house.

      “Molly, have you been drinking this morning? Not that bad? One sneeze and the whole place will collapse!”

      “Not necessarily. And of course I’ve been drinking. I added a shot of Bite to my coffee with breakfast.”

      “Molly,” it was my turn to chide her.

      “What? I had to get in the car with you, you demon!”

      “I don’t drive that bad,” I muttered.

      “And I remember when you failed your test three times in a row, thank you very much. Now, the house is likely good inside. They built these things to last back then,” she replied, and slid out of the suped up Ford F-150 Lightning Platinum pickup truck I just parked my classic cherry red Camaro for.

      That fucker, Avail, better not be driving it while I was stuck here in wherever the fuck I was.

      Oh yeah, the lovely town of Dry Creek. Feeling beyond put out, I patted the truck, hands on my hips, and scowled.

      Hard.

      I had no experience ranching, farming, or whatever the fuck else I was going to have to do here.

      But maybe Mrs. O’Hare wasn’t wrong.

      Fine, I could see some good points. The house had character. And space. Miles of it.

      Snort.

      I was too used to posh estates and luxurious surroundings. But I’d been bored with that life, right?

      So yeah. This could work. With a little construction and some maintenance, of course.

      A fresh coat of paint.

      New fences.

      New gutters.

      Replacement doors and windows.

      Upgraded electricity and plumbing.

      Yeah. I could get that done. Then the place might actually prove livable.

      Of course, there were stipulations to this whole thing.

      I couldn’t just throw money at the problem and hope it would go away.

      Technically, the way my trust worked was that I shared it with all members of the Leeds family. The money, lands, and deeds were all divvied up amongst us by age and rank in the family.

      Grandmother had the most power, of course. Which was why she was currently ruining my life.

      As usual.

      Avail sent the legal packet through to my email just this morning and from what I gleaned, I had to personally see to at least sixty percent of the physical labor of any repairs, maintenance, refurbishment, or any of the work required myself.

      No passing on the buck, as it were. Oh no. I was expected to get my hands dirty in a not sexy fun times way. Which was another thing I was hardly experienced with.

      Really, Grandmother?

      I wanted to say fuck it. But the monster inside me scratched at my skin. The Devil in me was getting harder to ignore. He wanted to be set free.

      But I reined in my bestial side, canted my head and sniffed the air, looking beyond the mud and muck of the scattered goats, chickens, and the few cows I’d already scented.

      Wood.

      Rot.

      Animal scat.

      Wildflowers.

      End of summer rain.

      Smells nice.

      Shit.

      I should have run when I had the chance. But then the wind changed, and I took an even deeper breath, crouching down to touch the dark, damp soil beneath the grass.

      I smelled something else just then. Something that rang of potential.

      Really? You think you can do this? The land is good, but do you have potential, Max?

      My inner voice was such a dick sometimes.

      But dick or not, I had to admit I was curious. Interested even.

      And those were two things I hadn’t felt in a very long time.

      “Oh my God! Max, come see this stove,” Mrs. O’Hare shouted from inside the house.

      I shook my head and grinned. The air buzzed with electricity and the hair on my arms and the back of my neck stood straight up as I approached the front door, avoiding the broken stairs.

      One foot hovered over the threshold, like I wasn’t sure if I would go inside, and that just made me mad at myself.

      I wasn’t a child anymore. Wasn’t afraid of my own shadow, for fuck’s sake.

      I rolled my eyes.

      Whatever it was that made me feel so heavy, I was sure my Jersey Devil side could fix it.

      I just needed to go for a little run or flight after dinner. If I ever made it inside, that was.

      “Quit being ridiculous,” I growled to myself and slammed my foot down, taking that first step a little harder than I intended.

      “Fuck!” I yelped, feeling as though I’d been hit by a lightning bolt when I finally got inside.

      My chest was heaving, and stars danced in front of my eyes. What the fuck was happening to me?

      I didn’t necessarily believe in fate, but I had a feeling I’d just sealed mine.

      Even stronger was the feeling swimming in my gut that there was simply no getting away from this place now.

      My Devil had claimed it. I looked down at my reddening skin and struggled to hold on to my human form.

      Shit. Shit. SHIT.

      What did this mean? What was I supposed to do here? Who was I supposed to be?

      My pulse raced, and I felt out of breath, like a racehorse stuck on a never-ending track. All those questions circled my head, and about a thousand more batted at me like lashes from the whip of an unseen rider.

      “I think that’s for you,” Mrs. O’Hare said, interrupting whatever panic I was stuck in.

      She nodded at a large box sitting on a small wooden table against the wall. The box was apparently addressed to me.

      I frowned and tugged on the simple twine and picked up the card. Gritting my teeth as I recognized Grandmother’s handwriting, I read the thing.

      
        
          
        Thought you might need this. Wear it in good health, and remember, don’t fuck this up.

        -Your loving Grandmother

      

      

      

      Rolling my eyes, I lifted the tissue paper, my eyebrows almost disappearing under the locks of dark hair that fell across my forehead.

      “You’ve got to be kidding me,” I murmured as I lifted the gift. “A fucking cowboy hat?”

      Mrs. O’Hare barked a loud laugh, and the old Witch even snorted.

      “Mount up, Boss Man. You got work to do,” Mrs. O’Hare said, still laughing as she went back to her inspection of the kitchen.

      I knew she was kidding, but the second I touched that hat, I felt something zip down my spine.

      Another lightning bolt, only smaller this time.

      I walked to the hall mirror and placed the thing on my head.

      It didn’t look bad.

      It was different, of course, but it wasn’t necessarily a negative.

      My formerly lax life of a millionaire had lost most of its luster, and this, well, this was new. And new had potential. New was exciting.

      No, the hat didn’t look bad sitting on top of my head.

      It didn’t look bad at all.
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      September was my favorite month out of the entire year.

      It was my mother’s birth month, and she used to always celebrate by baking special goodies with me.

      It’s where I learned and honed my love of baking. So, no, I would not let this rotten sonovabitch ruin it for me.

      Gritting my teeth, I closed my eyes and listened to my ex whine and threaten me with more legal bullshit.

      “You have got to be kidding me,” I snapped, unable to keep silent any longer.

      “It’s only fair, Pig Pen,” Burt, my ex-husband, said in that whiny voice of his that actually made me sick.

      “Don’t call me that,” I said, hating the nickname even more now that we weren’t married any longer.

      “Well, I guess I will see you in court then,” he replied.

      I looked down at the letter in my hand. The one he’d sent requesting I give him copies of all my business tax returns, demanding half my earnings. The prick was claiming he had a right to take what I gave my blood, sweat, and tears to build.

      Over my dead body.

      “I guess you will. And Burt? Tell your lawyer my name is Penelope Abruzzi. Not Downs.”

      “Pig Pen, you couldn’t have possibly changed your name back already.”

      “It’s Penelope. And actually, I changed it back as soon as you had me served with divorce papers you cheating piece of shit.”

      “Look, I married her, so it was hardly cheating.”

      “Burt, you fucked her while we were still married. That’s cheating. Oh, and one more thing, Burt.”

      “This conversation is boring, Pig Pen. What?”

      “Screw you!” I shouted and slammed my cell phone down on the counter.

      I tried not to cringe at the telltale crack I heard as soon as the infuriating hunk of plastic connected with the unforgiving granite countertop.

      Jerk.

      My ex was not worth the money it would cost to repair the dumb thing. I was sure it wouldn’t be the last time I’d bang my cell phone because of him.

      Burt the Dirtbag was an absolute turd.

      No, he was lower than that. He was a complete waste of space. A blight on humanity. A total fucking dickwad.

      “Uh oh, what did I miss?” Avery asked, coming in late as usual.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked my best friend.

      “Where should I start? How about with back when I, with what I thought was the approval and support of my now ex-husband⁠—”

      “Burt the Dirtbag,” Avery helpfully supplied.

      “—decided to open a bakery,” I continued, “I knew I would be the one doing the heavy lifting. I would take out the loans. Paying them back. Using every cent I had earned and received from my parents’ will, after paying off his medical school first, of course,” I snarled.

      “I still can’t believe he let you pay for his med school,” Avery murmured in appalled agreement.

      It was all true. I worked hard so that my husband could fulfill his dreams of becoming a doctor.

      I didn’t grow up poor, but we weren’t rich either. I was the granddaughter of Mario Abruzzi, who once ran the famous Mario’s Bake Shop over on Spring Street in Little Italy over in New York City.

      My father didn’t take after his, instead, he moved to the suburbs and had a small but successful car dealership for a little while. Mom was the baker in our house.

      I only met Grandpa Mario once, years ago. I remember he was kind and smelled sweet, like almond paste and raspberries. Dad always said I took after him. But I liked to think it was my mom I took after.

      Oh Mom, I should have listened to you.

      She never liked Burt. Anyway, both my parents had retired a while back. They’d lived the last few years of their lives in a retirement community in Pompano Beach.

      They passed last year within a week of each other, and now that the ink on my divorce was dry, it was official.

      I was the last Abruzzi.

      There was no one left.

      I was utterly and completely alone.

      “Um, hello? Best friend here,” Avery scoffed.

      Shit. I must have said all that aloud.

      “Yeah, and you’re still doing it, Pretty Penny. Now, what did Dirtbag want?”

      “Oh, the usual. Just every bit of my money and my sanity,” I mumbled.

      I nodded for Avery to don a chef’s coat and cap before she sat down in the commercial kitchen.

      My bestie did it without complaint, knowing the drill well.

      Avery worked as a nurse for the Dry Creek Elementary School here in town, which was just a couple of streets over.

      Pretty convenient for these little tête-à-têtes.

      Her daughter, Rosalie, attended school there. My honorary niece was just six years old, and every bit as sweet as her name. Her father was on the Northeastern rodeo circuit and had been MIA for five years now.

      That loser had skipped town before Rosie could walk. It was likely better for them both, only now, I’d say he owed about a bazillion dollars in child support.

      Rosalie deserved better from that man, but what she missed in a father she made up for in a mom and me, her Aunt Penny.

      That was another thing I would never have now. Children of my own. Pain from acknowledging that lack was so great sometimes, I swore I could feel it way down deep inside my heart.

      Like this enormous vacuum existed inside of me because of it. Sometimes, when I was alone, I wept for the mother I would never become.

      Fuck you, Burt.

      Betrayal was never an easy thing to face. But I had no choice. He didn’t tell me he didn’t want kids until after we were married for over a year.

      At first, I thought it was because of med school and me working three jobs to make ends meet. But later, he said he just didn’t want them. I was shocked, of course. And now, well, now I was getting older, and my prospects were slim.

      Sure, I could try a sperm bank. But I didn’t just want children.

      I wanted a family.

      A husband who loved me and would be a good dad.

      Like mine was.

      Shit.

      I wiped my cheeks with the back of my hands. I swore I wouldn’t do this today.

      “Oh, Penny. Look, I know Burt is flexing his power right now. Ex wife. New wife. New partnership. But he doesn’t deserve a piece of this bakery. And he sure as fuck is not entitled to your peace of mind. Come on. You know that, right?”

      “I know. I am just so sick of it. The fighting, the lawyers,” I moaned.

      “I know you are, and I get it. But you can’t let him win. Burt is not getting a single sprinkle from this place! If he even tries to take it, I’m gonna enforce rule 76 of Girl Club!” she shouted.

      “What’s that one again?” I asked and sniffed. Girl Club was a club that Avery and I started back in middle school.

      “Penny! You know what it is, I am gonna put ipecac in his cupcakes! That two-timing dumb ass won’t know what hit him!”

      I snorted a laugh, and Avery grinned. It was the same mischievous smile she used to make back when we were teenagers cutting class to sneak off to a carnival or the Cow Country Rodeo whenever it was in the area.

      Those sure were the good old days. Before life got so crappy and complicated. Before husbands and deadbeats tried to get the better of us.

      “Oh, um, Penny? Your ordering system is beeping,” Avery pointed out, and I groaned.

      I had no gift for technology.

      Or relationships, apparently.

      I needed to focus on the positives. Business was good, and that was all that mattered, I supposed.

      “What does this mean?” I moaned, trying to make heads or tails of the order that just came in.

      “Let me see,” Avery said and chuckled at my expense.

      “Oh, looks like you got an online order for some cupcakes for Wednesday night and the buyer is going to pick them up at six.”

      “Perfect. Right at closing,” I mumbled and rolled my eyes.

      I knew I shouldn’t complain about having more clients, but still, it wasn’t called Hump Day for no reason. Wednesdays were typically my Netflix and chill days.

      Always the slowest day of the week, I usually only had my cashier work half a day and closed early. But this customer wanted me to stay open all the way till six just for him or her. I couldn’t tell which. The name on the order said MCR, whatever the fuck that meant.

      Whatever.

      One late night at the bakery wouldn’t kill me. Besides, Netflix would wait.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FOUR-MAX

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      “Next!” I shouted from the trailer I had set up all the way at the far side of a series of dilapidated goat pens.

      For some reason, three dozen Shifters had showed up on my doorstep at the ass crack of dawn the day after I moved into this hellhole.

      The roof leaked. My mattress was lumpy. And the AC unit was busted. I’d only gotten about two hours of sleep.

      Mrs. O’Hare was not awake yet, so now I was sitting here, angry as fuck, with no coffee or breakfast in sight, interviewing a whole gaggle of furry fuckers.

      “Sir?” a shortish guy with a long beard interrupted my inner tirade.

      “What?”

      “Uh, nothin’. I was just waiting for you to finish with your interview to talk about my fees for maintaining this place while you were gone,” the man said, swallowing.

      “What kind of Shifter are you?” I asked, not recognizing his scent. I knew it was rude of me, but whatever.

      “Prairie Dog,” he replied straight-faced.

      “I’m sorry, what?”

      “Prairie Dog, sir.”

      “And you say you’ve been maintaining this place?”

      “Yep. Feeding the animals and keeping it from caving in on itself,” he replied.

      “Name?”

      “Jed.”

      “Okay, Jed. Tell me, why are these here? Was it you?” I asked, rubbing my head in a feeble attempt to stop the aching.

      “That would be the newsletter,” Jed replied and showed me his phone.

      What the actual fuck?

      The subject read The Nightly News Digital Edition, and below that was a section of announcements. I frowned.

      I sure as shit had not advertised for experienced ranch hands and farmers, and management positions at the Motley Crewd Ranch owned and operated by Maximillian Leeds.

      Surprise. Anger. Shock. All flowed through me, but I think curiosity won out in the end.

      Motley Crewd what now?

      Who the fuck came up with that name?

      “Avail,” I muttered.

      This had my cousin’s stink all over it.

      Scoundrel.

      Avail was undoubtedly enjoying himself at my expense.

      I knew he was. This entire project of Grandmother Leeds was ridiculous. Me playing at being some kind of urban cowboy. Running this ranch/farm, or whatever the hell this place was, was a completely alien experience.

      What were they thinking?

      I huffed an annoyed sigh and handed the phone back to Jed, the Prairie Dog Shifter.

      “Should I call in the next fella, sir?” Jed asked and waved in a man who was even shorter and older than he was.

      He smelled like licorice and piss.

      I crinkled my nose.

      “Morning, Hoss. I’m JD,” the man began.

      “Don’t bother sitting. Leave your, uh, application, and, don’t call us, we’ll call you,” I said and watched the confused man, JD, leave.

      “Sir?” Jed asked.

      “Jed, I’ll handle this. But I need you to call someone to replace the central air unit and fix the roof. Can you do that?”

      “Uh, no, sir. That scary woman in your kitchen told me not to do anything like that before she left. Said you need to do it yourself,” Jed replied, and scratched his head.

      Scary woman?

      Mrs. O’Hare.

      I didn’t even want to think about her right now. Of all the people in my life, I would have never expected Molly O’Hare to just walk out on me.

      She didn’t even say goodbye. Just left me a note.

      Dear Max,

      I’ve known you since birth, and it pains me to say your grandmother is right. It is time you met your full potential. Fix this place. Find your promised. Become the man you were meant to be.

      Forever your fan,

      Nanny Molly

      “NEXT!” I bellowed, angry at the memory.

      “Mister, you keep screaming like that and those goats of yours are gonna give you nothing but sour milk for a week,” the next Shifter said as he ambled towards me.

      I narrowed my eyes and sniffed.

      Great.

      The guy was a Wolf. And worse, he had a Texas drawl as big as the Lonestar state itself.

      Just what I fucking needed.

      “So, you know about goats?” I asked, eyeing the buff, tattooed blond Wolf.

      “Yep,” he answered with a shit-eating grin on his face.

      “How about cows?”

      “Them, too.”

      “What do you know about horses?” I asked.

      I rubbed the place on my hand where one of the horses that came with the property bit me when I went to toss some hay into his stall last night.

      Animals didn’t normally sense my supernatural nature, but some did. And that was going to be a problem, for sure.

      “I could fill a book, Mr. Leeds.”

      “I bet you charge an arm and a leg,” I said and leaned forward.

      “Hardly. But I worked as foreman for one of the most successful ranches in Texas for the last six years.”

      “Why’d you leave?”

      “Let’s call it personal troubles,” the Wolf answered with a shrug.

      “Fine. We’ll call it that. So, what? You looking to be the manager, er, foreman here?”

      “I reckon I’d be good at it. But I tell you what. You can reserve that position for when I earn your trust. What I really need is steady work, a place to stay, and four meals a day.”

      “Four? Isn’t three customary?”

      “Maybe, but I’m a Wolf, not a normal, and I need the meat to keep steady,” he said, and his voice deepened with his animal.

      I leaned forward, intrigued. I wasn’t sure if I liked the Wolf. But I was self-aware enough to recognize I knew jack shit about running a place like this.

      Truth was, I needed all the help I could get. At least he didn’t stink of licorice and piss.

      “How come animals trust your Wolf?” I whispered.

      “Don’t know. But I can teach you how to not get bit, and maybe you can help me find some balance,” the Wolf said.

      “Okay. What’s your name?”

      “Emmet Quinn.”

      “Okay, Emmet Quinn, first order of business, help me pick a Crew. Then help me fix my roof,” I grumbled and tossed half the stack of applications to the Wolf, who snatched them from the air.

      “No problem, Boss,” Emmet said and grinned.
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      Several days later.

      What the hell were Avail and our grandmother thinking getting me into this mess?

      I was killing myself out here and I still didn’t have a clue just what the hell I was doing in North Bumblefuck, aka Dry Creek, New Jersey.

      Everything hurt.

      My back.

      My thighs.

      My shins.

      My arms.

      Name any body part, and I could guarantee it was aching.

      Fuck.

      Even my hair hurt.

      Supernaturals, in general, tended to be more physically robust than our normal counterparts.

      How-fucking-ever, I was not an overly physical man. I mean, sure I had muscles. But those were mostly from what I am, not what I did on the daily.

      Over the past week, I’d used more muscles than I even knew I had.

      I admit it. I was stuck, feeling foul as all get, and in a right nasty mood.

      Angry.

      Hungry.

      Or maybe I was just hangry.

      What with Mrs. O’Hare abandoning me and all, I was living on bologna sandwiches. I couldn’t even tell you what the fuck was in that father of all mystery meats, but it sufficed for now.

      Oh, and goat cheese.

      A lot of fucking goat cheese.

      Ugh. My stomach turned.

      My cell phone pinged, and I looked down, surprised to see I’d texted Avail sometime in the last several days that I wanted out of here.

      I didn’t remember sending the text—oh wait. Yes, I did. It was after Betsy, my asshole of a horse, who even though he was a male horse, was named Betsy, had tossed me ass over teakettle.

      I’d landed on a rock and had a bruise right on my left ass cheek for two straight days. With my supernatural healing abilities that meant it was one fucker of a bruise.

      Yeah, I remembered that night. It was right after Emmet had laughed at me for putting the horse’s saddle on too tight. Well, I showed him. I rode that horse bareback now.

      Take that douche canoe.

      Betsy hated fucking around with saddles. And I was without one. Didn’t ride him very much now, anyway. Not ever since Jed showed me where the 4-wheelers were.

      Another thing Emmet hadn’t mentioned. My phone pinged again, reminding me this fucker was just getting back to me now. Some cousin he was.

      
        
          
            
              
        Avail

      

      
        Max, I understand your feelings and will talk to grandmother if you insist. But do try to tough it out. It might be worth it.

      

      

      

      

      

      He even texted like an asshole.

      I snorted and put my phone away.

      Surprisingly, Jed had turned out to be a wealth of information about this place.

      He’d been a hired hand since he was seventeen, and who the fuck knew how long ago that was?

      Even Prairie Dog Shifters aged slowly compared to humans.

      “See ya later, Boss. Gotta go check on Dolly,” Jed said after dropping off another fresh tub of goat cheese.

      I’d learned Dolly was the name of all of Jed’s favorite milking goats and cows. He was a huge Dolly Parton fan, and this was his way of honoring her, I supposed.

      Though, I was pretty sure naming an animal Dolly because of the size of their, uh, teats was probably sexist or something.

      Anyway.

      Apparently, the farm/ranch/whatever-the-fuck had a more than decent dairy operation. Using both milk cows and goats, old Jed had been making everything from milk, to butter, to yogurt, to cheese and selling it to local stores and restaurants, and sometimes at a table at the rodeo and farmers’ markets.

      I planned to look into all that once I could feel my eyeballs again. Grunting, I nodded my thanks as he left and held an icepack to my pounding head. I felt beneath the cold plastic packet and sighed.

      At least the knot on my forehead was going down.

      Fucking Emmet and these goddamn interviews. I’d dealt with more supes in the last week than I had in my almost forty years walking this godforsaken planet.

      Why I let the slick-talking Wolf onto my property, I would never know?

      But, for some reason, not only had I allowed it. But I let the blond-haired fucker talk me into a trial period for him and the other hopefuls who wanted a place on this ranch.

      Or farm.

      Or whatever the fuck this was.

      Motley Crewd.

      I thought of the name Avail had used in that announcement he put in the only worthwhile supernatural newspaper.

      It would have been funny if I wasn’t hurting so badly. A crude lot, we sure fucking were. But then again, who else would answer that kind of ad but a bunch of unmated males barely hanging on to their humanity?

      The Shifters who’d answered my asshole cousin’s notice were hardly more than a bunch of roughnecks. Tough motherfuckers who knew their way around a place like this a helluva lot better than I did.

      For the first time in my life that I could recall, I was stuck doing something I was absolutely not good at.

      Like not at all.

      And what did that say about me, really? That at almost forty years old, I still only did things I knew I would excel at.

      Was I some kind of coward?

      No. That wasn’t it.

      But I never pushed myself before, and doing it now was a strange combination of angsty and exhilarating.

      Even if my body ached like I was on my deathbed instead of in my prime.

      Forty was prime, fuck you very much.

      I was a Jersey Devil, not some human insurance salesman.

      Still, I should be in better shape than this. Working outdoors the past couple of days had kicked my ass.

      I hated to admit it, but the few Shifters who made it past the first couple of rounds of interviews were running circles around me.

      A growl rumbled deep in my chest, and I rubbed my hand over that spot, trying to soothe my inner monster. My Devil side was bonding to this place, to this land.

      I could feel it. The change growing inside of me, like the swell of the tide.

      The only problem was it wasn’t enough.

      The last quarter moon before my fortieth birthday was approaching and my Devil was hungry.

      Not for food.

      Certainly not for fucking goat cheese.

      For my promised one.

      My fated mate.

      But where was I going to meet a woman out here? In the abandoned cornfields, for fuck’s sake?

      I heaved a sigh and shook my head.

      Grandmother was right about this place being good for me. Not that I would tell her that anytime soon.

      My life before all this seemed so shallow and empty. The parties and the money and the women. I still liked pussy, but was I satisfied with meaningless encounters?

      The short answer was no.

      Fuck no.

      Hell no.

      I craved more from life than sex.

      It was funny, just a week in this place had me craving more than a meaningless night with a stranger. That was the kind of thing I used to live for, but now it was repulsive to me.

      The man I used to be.

      The family estate I once called home.

      The lifestyle I used to lead.

      All of it seemed so foreign to me now.

      This land was good. And as I made repairs to the house, I saw its true potential. It was big and strong, built for a family.

      Suddenly, I wanted that. Very much.

      A mate.

      A child.

      A real home.

      I fought a grimace as I switched the ice pack to the other side of my head, moving my hand still hurt, too.

      I’d hardly even made it onto the horse’s back before the miserable beast tossed me like a sack of potatoes. This morning, I started slow and helped Jed wrangle goats, separating the ones Emmet had instructed us to, into separate pens.

      Admittedly, I was annoyed at the menial task, but the crafty critters were wilier than I’d anticipated.

      Either way, there was no getting around the fact that getting head-butted in the balls by a goat named Dolly May fucking sucked.

      Especially when the head-butter had horns.

      I hissed a sharp breath as I tried to switch positions, having given up on this ranching madness an hour ago to ice my tender bits. Still, I could hardly move. My entire body felt beat up and sore.

      The sound of the front door slamming open barely even jostled me.

      What the fuck?

      “Max? You here?”

      I growled and closed my eyes as Emmet came sauntering into the kitchen where I’d gone to lick my wounds so to speak.

      “There you are. Here, this is your Crew,” Emmet growled.

      The Wolf shifter looked pissed as hell, walking into my house with his hands on his hips, dripping sweat and smelling like he stepped in a pile of manure before he got here.

      I looked down at the trail of filth he’d left in his wake and my inner Devil seethed.

      “What in God’s name are you doing, tracking mud all over the hallway? Out! OUT!” I shouted and hustled the man to the porch.

      Not that I was some snobby princess who hated dirt or anything. But my housekeeper was another story—fuck.

      I didn’t have to worry about that anymore. She’d already left me to my own devices.

      “Sorry about the mud, Boss,” he seethed.

      “But if I didn’t have to come all the way back here to find your city boy ass, I wouldn’t be dragging all this dirt through your fancy place and sweatin’ my balls off while I’m at it. Now here,” Emmet growled and slapped a handful of dirty applications onto my chest.

      “I don’t even know why you’re so riled. Won’t your maid be cleaning this up for you,” Emmet said, his tone reeking of disgust.

      “Mrs. O’Hare left. Grandmother needed her services elsewhere. Not that it’s any of your business,” I snarled back.

      Emmet’s mouth hung open, and I watched in surprise as a look that closely resembled guilt and maybe even compassion crossed his face. He looked around the unkempt room and scowled.

      “Damn, I had no idea. What are you doing for food?”

      I grunted and pointed towards the fridge. The curious wolf opened it and frowned as he picked up one of the four sealed packages of bologna I had left.

      “Goddamn, son. That shit will kill ya,” he said, shaking his head.

      “Yeah well, it was the only thing I could make myself,” I replied.

      “Fuck, man, I am sorry. No wonder you’ve been off your game,” Emmet said.

      “What are you talking about?”

      “You are what you eat, Boss. And it looks like you’re full of bologna! Ha ha ha!” he replied and grinned way too fucking widely at his own lame joke.

      “Fuck off, Emmet. Wait. What do you want?” I mumbled, looking down at the papers in his hand.

      He had piqued my curiosity.

      “That’s it. Read it.”

      “What’s it? Ugh, let’s see. Dante Bianco. Kian O’Malley. Zeke Gordon. Why are you giving me this list?” I asked.

      “That right there is your Crew, Boss Man,” the Wolf replied.

      Sarcasm dripped from his lips when he called me that just as easily as I could imagine drool dripping off his fangs when he was changed.

      Fucker.

      “Why them?”

      “Why them? If you don’t know, then I guess I’ll tell you. Dante is the Bear Shifter you were working alongside of not two days ago, rebuilding the animal pens. He’s as big as a fucking house and strong as hell. Kian is the Bull Shifter. I reckon he’ll be useful with the farming side of this place. Bulls have an affinity for that kind of thing. And Zeke, well I don’t know what he is exactly, but the man has one helluva an effect on the animals.”

      “He does?” I asked, surprised.

      Emmet growled and shook his head, muttering something about idiots who didn’t pay attention.

      I growled back.

      I wasn’t an idiot.

      Not usually.

      Okay, maybe a little.

      Fine. I fucking sucked at this.

      I was bad at names and faces, and no, I hadn’t been paying much attention to the others. This was all so new to me.

      But it was no excuse for me not doing my job.

      Shit.

      “Yes, he does. And you’d know that if you would’ve stuck around for the rest of the interviews and put in more than half a day’s work every day since I’ve been here,” Emmet grumbled.

      “Half a day? I am out there from nine to five⁠—”

      “Nine to five? Does this look like a fucking office to you? Max, this is a working farm and ranch. You need to be up with the chickens and if your head hits the pillow before the last animal is fed, watered, and down for the night, then you are doing it wrong.”

      Emmet shook his head at me, and waves of annoyance and frustration rolled off him, slamming me left and right.

      As much as it annoyed me, he wasn’t wrong.

      “Fuck. I
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