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        To those of you who’ve stuck with this Crew from the beginning—Thank you from the bottom of my heart! You always have a home on this New Jersey ranch!

      

        

      
        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
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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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      A man is only as good as the promises he keeps.

      Kian O’Malley hides his pain behind his smile. A hopeless flirt with a pickup truck and a new girl on his arm every week, this Bull Shifter is doing everything he can to quiet the beast inside him. But faces and names blur when no one stands out, and his animal is tired of the chase.

      When Arliss Dinero bumps into him at the local rodeo, Kian isn’t prepared for the shock that surges through him.

      Oh, the plus-sized beauty already knows him by reputation, and it isn’t good. Determined to steer clear of the handsome heartbreaker, Arliss turns him down flat when he asks her out on a date.

      But a flat tire says otherwise when he finds her stranded on the side of the road one cold, dark night.

      Will Arliss be able to resist his charm when Kian lays it on thick?
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      Spring is an ugly season.

      I don’t care who claimed otherwise.

      Poets could wax poetic about renewal, songwriters could croon about fresh starts, and artists could paint it in shades of soft pinks and gentle greens, but facts were facts.

      And fact: Barren County at the end of March was ugly as fuck.

      The trees look skeletal. Their branches are gnarled and reaching out like desperate hands toward a sky that refused them.

      What little life dared to sprout came in the form of spindly buds, pale and fragile, barely clinging to their limbs like nervous debutantes.

      The ground is a battlefield of slush and mud, deep enough to suck the boots off an unwary traveler.

      And the weather?

      The weather is an absolute fucking nightmare.

      One minute, the wind cuts like a knife, slashing through my jacket with an almost sentient cruelty. The next, the sun is bursting through the clouds, searing everything in sight with a humid, oppressive heat.

      It’s as if Mother Nature herself can’t decide whether to freeze us or bake us alive.

      Hot flashes, I think with a smirk, though I keep that observation to myself.

      There are too many women on the ranch who’d take offense. Perimenopause jokes are an acquired taste, and I’ve enough trouble keeping the peace.

      But it isn’t just the landscape making my skin itch. The air itself just feels wrong.

      Thick.

      Charged.

      Like the moment before a storm breaks.

      The scent of wet earth mingles with something else, something sharp and metallic that has nothing to do with the land.

      I roll my shoulders, resisting the urge to turn around.

      Something is coming.

      It’s stalking me. And that isn’t a guess. It isn’t paranoia.

      I feel it as clear as the sun shining through all the gray clouds above me.

      The sensation slithers along my spine, cold and insidious, curling around the nape of my neck like unseen fingers.

      My Bull snorts, stomping the ground inside that metaphysical plane where he waits.

      I know they are watching. I feel the quiet, appraising scrutiny of the Crew from the barn, or out in the fields, wherever they may be, just watching to see what happens next.

      They can’t know what it’s like.

      What it feels like to be hunted by something you can’t control.

      This presence? This force?

      It’s a hunger.

      Not just a stalker.

      Not just a watcher.

      It’s more.

      The wind shifts, threading through skies with a sigh—low, almost intimate.

      A whisper of movement flashes just beyond the limits of my sight.

      It weaves through the bare branches like a voice just out of reach, a presence pressing against the edges of my senses.

      I go still, my breath slow, controlled.

      The air has weight now.

      Thick. Heavy.

      I feel stretched thin. This thing keeps pressing down on me with merciless intent.

      Time.

      That is what I’m feeling. Time marching by.

      And I am running out of it.

      A ruthless, unseen force bearing down on me like a hunter looming over its prey, a predator toying with the inevitable.

      The Rut is coming.

      The thought sent a dark, primal heat through my veins, twisting with something ugly and desperate.

      A warning. A curse. A reminder.

      And then came the memories.

      They didn’t creep in like ghosts—they crashed into me, sharp and relentless, dragging me under.

      My stepfather’s hard, unforgiving gaze.

      The crisp snap of a hundred-dollar bill as he shoved it into my palm. The weight of the suitcase in my hand, its handle biting into my fingers.

      “We don’t need no freaks here, boy.”

      His voice, rough as gravel. Disgust curling his lip.

      “You just go on now. And stay gone.”

      My mother, standing beside him, tears streaming down her face.

      Silent. Helpless.

      She didn’t stop him.

      Didn’t fight for me.

      And I had been too damn proud to beg.

      I left.

      I had no choice.

      That was ten years ago, but it still felt like yesterday.

      And now—now I feel the past and the present circling each other like wolves closing in.

      My blood pulses thickly in my veins and my teeth are on edge.

      Why now when I finally found something worthwhile?

      I want to roar at all the stupid luck or lack thereof.

      The Rut.

      A curse.

      A force of nature.

      An unstoppable, primal drive that could turn even the strongest of men into mindless beasts.

      It isn’t just heat.

      Not just lust.

      It is a full-bodied, all-consuming hunger. One that drowns out reason, obliterates control, and leaves only the need.

      The Rut is an intense hormonal surge that could wreak havoc, tear lives apart and leave devastation in its wake.

      Take my birth, for example.

      I wasn’t born from love.

      I wasn’t even born from choice.

      I am what happens when the Rut takes control.

      My sire was a Bull Shifter who lost himself to the beast within.

      Derek O’Malley was a weak-willed, pitiful excuse for a man.

      He let the Rut claim him, body and mind, until nothing else existed beyond the demand to breed.

      My mother didn’t stand a chance. She was human.

      Mortal. Fragile. Unknowing of the world beyond normals.

      She was no match for him. He was a creature of raw strength and reckless impulse, caught in the thrall of the Rut when he stumbled upon her one fateful night.

      A haze of hormones, magic, instinct, and booze sealed my fate before I even drew breath.

      He left her with nothing but a bad memory steeped in shadows, a body marked by something not quite human, and a child that was never meant to exist.

      A child who was different.

      A child with a bloodline she could not even begin to comprehend.

      A child who should have never been born.

      And yet, here I am.

      I learned the truth young.

      That the Rut isn’t just dangerous. It’s a lifetime sentence for anyone caught in its path.

      And for someone like me? For someone with the same blood, the same beast lurking just beneath the surface?

      It is the one thing I fear more than anything else in this world.

      Because one day, it would come for me.

      One day, I’d feel that pull.

      The raw, vicious hunger clawing up from the depths of my soul, stripping me of reason, tearing away the last pieces of my humanity.

      And when that day came, would I be strong enough to resist it?

      Or would I become the very thing I hated?

      Would I become him?

      No! My Bull bellows in response, so loudly inside me I almost fall to my knees.

      I fucking refuse to believe that’s my fate.

      I won’t be shackled to some primal curse, doomed to repeat the same damn mistakes as the man who left me nothing but a name I don’t claim and a bloodline I want no part of.

      I’ve spent my life running.

      Not just from my past, but from the thing inside me—the thing that wants. The beast that stirs in my blood, whispering in a language older than words.

      Urging.

      Pushing.

      That most basic, biological instinct to breed, to carry on the species, to claim and take and own.

      I refuse.

      I won’t be like him. I won’t let the Rut turn me into something I can’t control, something I can’t live with when the dust settles and the hunger fades.

      I’ve been running from it all my life.

      I chase distractions.

      I bury the gaping void my so-called parents carved into me when they turned their backs. When they made it clear that I was nothing more than a mistake.

      That’s part of why I came here—to Barren County.

      To a place where no one knows my name, where my past can’t find me.

      Where I can work myself to exhaustion, burn off the restless energy always twisting inside me.

      A wanted ad for ranch hands in New fucking Jersey, of all places?

      Yeah, it sounded like a joke at the time.

      But something about that ad—Max’s cousin printing it on his behalf, knowing full well his greenhorn relative had no clue how to run a place like this—clicked for me.

      Like destiny.

      Not the kind wrapped in prophecy or fate. No, nothing so grand.

      But something small. A choice. A door cracking open when every other one had slammed in my face.

      And honestly? Good on Max’s cousin.

      Because looking out for family, making sure someone had his back, that means something, right?

      I respect the hell out of that.

      Must be a Jersey Devil thing. Hell if I knew.

      The only family I had threw me out of the trailer we called home the second I was legally old enough to fend for myself.

      And I’ve been fending for myself ever since.

      Sometimes found family is better than the one you were born to.

      And lately, I’m thinking whoever said that first had it right.

      The Motley Crewd Ranch isn’t like other places I’ve lived and worked.

      Things are different here, and I’m trying not to fuck it up.

      But it’s hard for me.

      Especially now with everyone pairing up.

      See, my Bull is a fucking monster.

      And he feels it calling to him. The Rut.

      Like a fool, I’ve been going through women like water looking for someone to save me.

      Stupid, I know.

      But desperation does stupid things to people.

      I came here, to the Motley Crewd Ranch, as a last chancer.

      I figured the Alpha could put me down before I lost myself.

      But then everyone started pairing up. Finding their mates and shit.

      Everyone but me and Zeke, but that scary motherfucker would likely always be alone.

      Still, it gave me hope. And it was right to do that.

      Because against all odds, I actually found her.

      My mate.

      God, I guess I really am dumb.

      I exhale slowly, tasting the air, still not believing what I’d known since the Valentine’s Day Rodeo.

      I have a fated mate. Me. A rough and tumble fuck up of a Shifter, and of course, she is perfect.

      She is beautiful and soft.

      I called her Pixie the first time I talked to her.

      But that was dumb, and she was right to scoff at me.

      Arliss Deniro is no Pixie.

      She’s a goddamn queen.

      Far too good for the likes of me.

      And, of course, she doesn’t want me. Don’t want a goddamn thing to do with a loser nobody like me.

      She’s got my fucking number, alright.

      Boy, does she ever.

      And good on her, too.

      She knows I’m a no-good fuck up.

      That’s why I’m outside on a chilly Saturday morning working and not snuggled under the covers with her.

      I don’t deserve to be.

      I’m trying to be good about it. To respect her wishes and stay away.

      No matter how hard my Bull kicks and stomps, tearing at my insides.

      Goddamn beast is merciless in his attacks.

      He wants her bad.

      So fucking bad.

      It’s been three weeks, and I’ve managed not to talk to her again.

      But yeah, I hunted her down to her job in town at the local shithole bar.

      She’s a bartender, and sometimes she works as a waitress there, too.

      Shame fills me as I think it’s likely where she’s heard about me and my man-whoring ways.

      Fuck.

      I never even had a chance, did I?

      My Bull rears up and stomps and I swear I feel it in my gut.

      Sorrow and regret are bitter pills to swallow this early, and on an empty stomach, too.

      But my spine’s been tingling all damn day, and I can tell something is coming, slinking all the way into Barren County.

      It’s drawing close now.

      Too fucking close.

      I’m trying to respect Arliss’ wishes. To leave her alone.

      But I have a sinking feeling whatever is coming, it’s looking for me.

      And my fated mate just might be the only thing that can save me.
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      Ugh. Cowboys. Again.

      Wannabe fucking cowboys at that.

      I roll my eyes and deliberately turn my back on the group of out-of-towners strutting through the door like they own the place, their denim too crisp, their boots too clean.

      Not a scuff, not a speck of dust. Just that store-bought, mass-produced Western cosplay that somehow makes my skin crawl.

      Why do grown-ass men always wanna dress up like goddamn cowboys?

      I mutter it under my breath, but Rita, my coworker, hears me anyway.

      “I don’t know, honey, but it pays the rent,” she snorts, expertly balancing a tray of beers as she saunters toward the table of loud-mouthed city boys.

      They’re already hootin’ and hollerin’, like this is some honky-tonk straight out of a movie, instead of a dimly lit, no-frills bar in the middle of Dry Creek, New Jersey.

      Bob’s Bar.

      It’s old-fashioned and small, the kind of place that smells like stale beer and wood polish, with a stage that only sees live music on Fridays, and a dusty jukebox in the corner that barely works.

      The lights are too dim. The tables and chairs all bear their share of stains and scars.

      And the kitchen? Well. Calling it a kitchen is generous.

      Burgers, hot dogs, chicken wings, fries—whatever the fry cook can throw together between cigarette breaks.

      If you’re lucky, maybe a toaster-oven pizza.

      But it’s the only place in town where you can grab a beer after work, and that means Bob’s Bar stays in business.

      And me? I stay here because I need the money.

      I grab a rag from behind the bar, wiping down the battered oak countertop before the next round of customers starts demanding drinks.

      I hate this job.

      But hate doesn’t change the fact that rent’s due, and bills don’t pay themselves. So I keep my mouth shut, keep my head down, and keep working.

      Simple.

      Except my gaze keeps drifting. It keeps flicking toward the front door, expecting to see someone I shouldn’t be waiting for.

      I bite my lip, pretending I’m not doing exactly that. Pretending I’m not watching the clock tick past eleven on a Saturday night.

      And he’s not here.

      I exhale sharply, turning away from the door like it doesn’t matter.

      Like he doesn’t matter.

      But it’s no use lying to myself.

      Because I’m thinking about him.

      Kian O’Malley.

      The cowboy I’d dubbed Romeo the night he crashed into me—half-dressed, smelling of sweat and leather and something darker, something wilder—right there behind the chutes at the Cow Country Rodeo last month.

      I hadn’t meant to see him.

      Hadn’t meant to feel that pull.

      But I had.

      And now, I seem to be looking for him everywhere.

      He’s been here before, always alone, always quiet.

      He stays for a drink or two, leans against the bar with that easy, careless confidence, then disappears before midnight—usually with someone eager to go home with him.

      Lots of buckle bunnies in this town. All skinny and skilled.

      Who knew?

      I pretend I don’t care.

      I pretend it doesn’t bother me, the way women circle him like he’s some prize stallion up for auction, whispering, giggling, eyeing that damn belt buckle like it’s a ticket to something worth having.

      I pretend I don’t want him.

      Because I do.

      But I also know better.

      Cowboys like him? They don’t stay.

      And women like me? Ultra curvy with extra baggage—and I don’t just mean my wide hips and bubble butt.

      We don’t get fairytales.

      Not here. Not in Dry Creek, New Jersey, where I ended up after high school, trying to escape a past that still clings to me like the ghost of a storm.

      I’d had no idea cowboy culture was even a thing in New Jersey.

      But now I do.

      And I can’t stop thinking about the one cowboy who hasn’t even looked my way since that day we ran into one another.

      But men always leave, at least, that’s my experience.

      After my father left, Mom packed up what little we had and brought us here. To a town I didn’t know, to a house I’d never set foot in, to a man I never even knew existed.

      Gramps.

      Turns out, my mother had a father. And not just any father, a stubborn, salt-of-the-earth, no-nonsense kind of man who had once been everything to her.

      Until they had a falling out that sent her running, barely more than a kid herself, looking for something—someone—to hold on to.

      She found my dad.

      She got pregnant, they got married, and for a little while, he stayed.

      Until one day, we just weren’t enough.

      Then he was gone.

      No note. No goodbye. Just an empty space where he used to be.

      So we came here.

      And for a little while, I thought maybe that meant we’d be okay. That maybe this time, we wouldn’t be left behind again.

      Then Mom got sick.

      Ovarian cancer.

      Fast. Ruthless.

      Like it had been lying in wait for her, ready to strike the second she thought she could rest.

      And just like that, it was me and the old man.

      God, I love my Gramps.

      He is the best man I’ve ever known. The kind of man who carries the weight of the world on his shoulders and still has a story to tell at the end of the day.

      He taught me how to cook, how to sew, how to fix the little things most people would rather throw away.

      And his stories.

      Hell, I could listen to him talk for hours, weaving together pieces of the past like they still mattered. Like they still lived somewhere, tucked in the spaces between here and what came before.

      He collects social security, but it’s not enough.

      Not with the hospital bills still haunting us, not with the cost of his own medicine eating through what little we have left at the end of each month.

      So I work.

      I work, and I scrape, and I survive.

      I pick up extra shifts whenever I can, doing everything I can to make sure Gramps doesn’t see how tight things have gotten.

      And the last thing I need taking up any space in my already overworked brain?

      A too-good-looking-for-anyone’s-good Romeo.

      Kian O’Malley.

      A cowboy with a crooked grin, easy charm, and the kind of presence that makes the air feel too thick, too charged, too damn dangerous.

      A player, plain and simple.

      And I know better than to mess around with that.

      I have too much on my plate. Too much to lose.

      And Kian O’Malley?

      He’s the kind of trouble I can’t afford.

      Which is exactly why I should’ve left early. Should have gone the second he came strolling in a few minutes after one AM.

      I am so screwed.
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      I smell her before I see her.

      Beneath the stench of stale beer, cheap cologne, fried food, and too many men who don’t know how to bathe, there’s something else.

      Something sweet.

      Something pure.

      Something mine.

      Fuck. No.

      I slam a mental fist against the thought, but it doesn’t matter. That word lingers in my head, in my blood, in the part of me that isn’t human enough to ignore what she is to me.

      I can’t have her. I know I can’t.

      But I can’t stay away, either.

      For weeks now, I’ve been lingering outside, parked just far enough away that no one notices, just watching. Protecting.

      She works too damn hard. Almost every night, I watch her wipe down that bar, pick up after assholes who don’t deserve to breathe the same air as her.

      I want to help. I want to do something.

      But what the hell am I supposed to do? Walk in there and tell her she belongs to a monster?

      Yeah. That’d go over real well.

      Arliss doesn’t know I’m here.

      No one does.

      She’s my secret.

      My addiction.

      The curvy little goddess who has no idea she has an animal like me wrapped around her finger.

      But tonight, I break my own rules.

      Because I see some drunken fuck as he stumbles out of the bar, still on his phone, reeking of beer and piss.

      Missed the urinal, huh? Classy.

      I wouldn’t have given him a second glance. But then I heard what he said.

      “Yeah, she’s here. The one with the fat ass. Yeah, I’m gonna make my move. Ol’ Freddy Love got something all the girls need. Don’t you worry. Imma fuck that one good. It’s a bet!”

      My vision goes red.

      My Bull snarls inside me, pawing at the ground, already itching to charge.

      Did this fucker just?

      Oh. Fuck. No.

      I don’t even realize I’ve moved until I’m inside the bar, settling onto a stool like I belong here.

      I don’t.

      But she does.

      And I’ll be damned if I let some walking infection lay a hand on her.

      I sit at the bar. I wait.

      And then—she sees me.

      Her baby blues flick to mine, and my Bull lets out a satisfied snort.

      I swear I see something flicker behind those eyes.

      Recognition?

      Interest?

      Annoyance?

      Hell, I’d take any of the above.

      Because she noticed me.

      And I’m such a fucking sap, I don’t care why.

      I just sit there, staring at her like some love-struck idiot, because fuck, she’s so goddamn pretty.

      And if Freddy Love so much as breathes in her direction tonight?

      I’m going to show this town exactly why you never piss off a Bull Shifter.

      “Well, well. If it isn’t Romeo.”

      Her voice is dripping with sarcasm, but I swear to God, it shivers down my spine like a fucking caress.

      I should play it cool. Should not sit here grinning like the idiot I am.

      But I do.

      Because it’s her.

      “Evening, Mo Chroí,” I reply instantly, the Gaelic slipping out like a truth I didn’t know I was waiting to say.

      Her brows knit together, curious. Intrigued. “Moe Kree?” she repeats, tilting her head in that way that should not be sexy.

      But fuck, it is.

      Her shoulders move in the smallest shrug, an elegant little lift, and I swear I almost groan.

      Are shoulders even supposed to be sexy?

      I don’t fucking know.

      I’ve never thought about shoulders a day in my goddamn life.

      But hers? Perfect.

      Just like the rest of her.

      The cascade of blonde curls brushing the curve of her throat. Those brilliant blue eyes, framed by inky lashes long enough to make a man believe in sin.

      Her mouth is soft, lush. A bow of perfect temptation.

      I wanna lick it.

      Hell, I wanna stamp myself all over her. Every fucking inch of her.

      Because all of it is just darling. Every morsel—sublime.

      And every part of me wants to ruin her.

      Mine.

      “I said, what can I get you?”

      She’s looking at me like I’ve lost my mind.

      Shit. Maybe I have.

      How many times has she asked me that?

      “Uh, beer,” I say, even though I couldn’t care less about a drink.

      “Beer. Okay. What kind?”

      I blink. She’s still watching me, expecting an answer.

      “Oh, uh, whatever’s on tap is fine,” I say quickly, like I haven’t just been sitting here imagining how soft her skin would feel under my hands.

      “It’s nice out tonight.”

      I don’t know why I say it. Maybe to make myself seem less.

      Less intense.

      Less obsessed.

      Less fucking starving for her.

      She makes a noncommittal sound, and I wonder what it means.

      It’s like my anxiety is giving me fucking anxiety and I wonder if she can feel it.

      But Arliss isn’t shook.

      Not the way I am.

      She just turns her back on me, going about her job like she isn’t driving me insane.

      And I shouldn’t look.

      I should not fucking look.

      But my eyes betray me.

      Zero in on the perfect curve of her ass hugged tight in those sinfully fitted jeans.

      A little black apron cinches her waist, the strings tied in a bow that rests just above the swell of her ass.

      She’s a fucking present.

      Wrapped up just for me.

      And I think I might actually be drooling.

      “Here you go,” she says, setting the beer in front of me.

      I force myself to meet her gaze. “Thanks.”

      I open my mouth, desperate to say something, anything to make her stay.

      But she’s already gone, moving down the bar, tending to the next customer like I’m nothing more than another guy in a seat.

      It’s gonna be a long night. I know that already.

      I should leave her to it.

      But I can’t. I won’t.

      I hear the asshole at the table behind me, running his mouth about her to his buddies.

      Then I scent them.

      Shit.

      These fucking cowboys aren’t just drunken idiots looking to cause a scene.

      They’re Shifters.

      Something feline.

      The musk of predator and arrogance curls in the air, a sharp contrast to the booze and greasy food.

      Cougars, maybe? Jaguars?

      Doesn’t matter. What matters is there are four of them and one of me.

      But I’m big.

      I’m tough.

      I’m mean.

      I’ve fought worse odds before. Hell, I lived worse odds.

      Only now, I don’t have to.

      Because I have something I never had before.

      A Crew.

      I take a slow pull of my beer, my muscles loose, my expression easy. Then I reach for my phone, dialing the only other unmated male at Motley Crewd Ranch.

      The line picks up after one ring.

      “How the fuck did you get my number?” Zeke snarls, his voice laced with something inhuman.

      I wince at the deep, guttural sound.

      “Aw, don’t be like that.” I smirk, baiting him because I can. “I know you’re part of our friendship text circle.”

      Silence.

      Then a pissed-off growl. “We do not have a fucking friendship text circle, Meat.”

      I chuckle because he’s wrong. We totally do.

      Zeke is just in denial.

      The overgrown lizard is a big softie—he just doesn’t know it yet.

      “Seriously, Meat. What the fuck do you want?”

      I grind my teeth at the nickname but shake it off. This is just his affectionate way of communicating.

      “Well, I just thought you should know we got some pussies in town,” I say, keeping my voice light. “And they’re stinking up the watering hole.”

      Zeke exhales hard. “You at that bar again, Meat? Damn. I never knew you to take so long to bag a broad. Why don’t you just take that girl home and fuck her out of your system already?”

      My Bull sees red.

      My fingers tighten around the phone.

      “Hey, be fucking respectful, Zeke. That’s the only warning you get.”

      There’s a pause. A low hum of understanding.

      Then his tone shifts. “I see. Okay. Pussies in town. Got it. I’ll tell Max and Emmet, though you could’ve called them yourself.”

      “Nah. It ain’t worth bothering them. But I figured someone should know.”

      “You need backup, man?”

      I pause. Because, holy shit, that’s a Dragon Shifter offering help.

      And I’m touched. Really.

      “I don’t think so. Thanks, though.”

      Because let’s be real.

      I’m built for this shit.

      I spent most of my life fighting, and I can handle a few overconfident cats.

      But what I can’t seem to handle?

      Arliss.

      I can’t seem to steer clear of that buxom blonde beauty.

      My Bull is obsessed.

      But that fear, the one that’s kept me running my whole life, grips me by the throat.

      I sit in that bar and two things are clear as goddamn day:

      
        
          	
        Arliss is human. She isn’t part of my world.
      

      	
        My Bull doesn’t give a single fuck about that.
      

      

      

      Which is how I end up on my feet before my brain even catches up.

      And the cowboy who just ran his mouth about her has his face slamming into the bar top before anyone else even notices.

      It goes down like this, see, he stands, saunters up to the bar where my girl is wiping down glasses.

      He leans in, voice dripping with sleaze. “Hey there, what time you getting off, Pumpkin? So I know what time we’ll both be getting off.”

      “Really?” Arliss shakes her head in disgust.

      “Come on, girlie. You don’t wanna miss this,” he says and grabs his dick over his jeans in a lewd gesture.

      “I’ll pass,” she replies.

      “You mean you’ll pass out when you get a taste of all this here action, right?”

      The bastard laughs.

      Like he thinks he’s funny.

      Arliss frowns, opening her mouth—probably to tell him to go fuck himself because she’s a total fucking badass who can handle herself—but I don’t give her the chance.

      My hand is already around his neck.

      And his face is already meeting the bar.

      Hard.

      The whole place goes quiet.

      I lean in, voice low, dangerous.

      “Is that any way to talk to a lady?”

      The cowboy groans, sputtering, his cheek mashed against the wood.

      Arliss is staring at me, eyes wide, lips parted.

      And fuck me if she doesn’t look just the slightest bit turned on.

      I might be going to hell for this.

      But at least I’ll go there knowing she’s mine.

      “Oh my God! Did you just⁠—”

      Arliss is staring at me, shock written all over her face, those soft lips parted like she can’t believe what she just saw.

      I don’t look at her.

      Because if I do, I’ll get distracted. And right now?

      Right now, my rage is still simmering.

      “Don’t worry about him. I got it.” My voice is steady, smooth.

      Like I didn’t just nearly put this prick through the fucking bar.

      I haul Asshole to his feet, ignoring his pained groan, and frog-march his sorry ass right back to his table.

      Then I shove him at his friends, making sure they feel the weight of his bruised, bloodied body.

      I want them to feel it.

      I want them to remember.

      “Listen up, fuckheads, ‘cause I’m only gonna say this once. Leave. Her. Alone.”

      The table erupts.

      “The fuck you do to Tim?!”

      “You fucking bastard!”

      “He knocked out my goddamn tooth!” Asshole, aka Tim, yelps, spitting the bloody thing into his palm like he expects someone to fix it.

      I glance down at it.

      Fucking gross.

      Then I look back at them, keeping my voice calm.

      Controlled.

      Deadly.

      “Unless you want to start a fight that’ll bring the Council down on our heads, I suggest you stop spitting and hissing like a litter of kittens and shut the fuck up.”

      I let that sink in.

      One second.

      Two.

      Then I lean in just enough that they can feel the heat rolling off me—the weight of my Bull, my strength, my absolute fucking certainty that I’d take them all apart if they so much as blink the wrong way.

      “Now, when Asshole Tim recuperates, and you all decide you do want a fight, my name is Kian O’Malley.”

      I let my name hang there, heavy, undeniable.

      “I work for Motley Crewd Ranch. You can find me there any day of the week.”

      I scan their faces, memorizing each and every one of these pricks.

      “Now, like I said, leave this bar and leave that woman alone. Got it?”

      Silence.

      Tense.

      Fuming.

      “Goddamnit! My other tooth is loose!”

      Asshole Tim groans like a kicked dog, staring down at his palm full of blood while holding one of his molars in his hand.

      Again, gross.

      I tilt my head.

      “He might need a dentist,” I offer, completely straight-faced.

      “Fuck you.”

      I smirk.

      “Not my type, pussycat.”

      One of the bushy-haired bastards stands, his hackles still raised.

      “This ain’t over, pal!”

      I don’t even blink.

      “It is for now, pal. Now. Get. Out.”

      My Bull snorts and my eyes roll. I can sense them trying to feel me out, so I let some of my heaviness leak from my body like water from a spout.

      The table crunches beneath my hands, and I know they’re aware of what I am.

      They might outnumber me.

      But have you ever seen an angry bull take out an opponent?

      They know they’ve lost.

      One by one, they slink toward the exit, dragging their wounded like the cowardly little shits they are.

      I don’t watch them go.

      Because the second I turn back around, Arliss is still staring at me.

      And this time?

      There’s something in her eyes that wasn’t there before.

      Something that hits me like a punch to the gut.

      I don’t know what it is.

      Curiosity? Maybe even desire?

      Whatever it is, it’s dangerous.

      To me.

      To her.

      To the razor-thin control I have over my Bull.

      I swallow down a tendril of something too close to fear. Because fuck yes, this woman terrifies the shit out of me.

      Not because she’s dangerous.

      But because she isn’t.

      Because she’s good. Pure. Untouched by the darkness that shaped me.

      Because she could ruin me with a single soft look.

      And I’d let her.

      I force my feet forward, walk back to the bar, and slap a couple of bills down, enough to cover my beer and the mess I caused.

      Then, I make an executive decision.

      I need to leave.

      But fuck, it’s not easy.

      Every muscle in my body is coiled tight, screaming at me to stay.

      And my Bull?

      He’s damn near goring me to death with his horns.

      His need to claim, to stake his territory, is a wild, feral thing clawing up my throat.

      Stay. Stay. Protect. Keep her.

      I grit my teeth, bargaining with my beast.

      Need to make sure those pussies leave. Don’t want them causing her trouble, I tell him, forcing logic into the storm of instincts slamming against my ribs.

      He snorts, uneasy but accepting.

      For now.

      God knows I am no good for Arliss.

      But knowing that doesn’t mean I can stay away.

      Doesn’t mean I can undo whatever has already started here.

      I don’t want to corrupt her.

      Guilt slams into me, knowing that is exactly what will happen if I go near her.

      And I refuse to drag her into my world, into the chaos that lives in my blood.

      But keeping her safe?

      That’s not a choice.

      That’s something I have to do.

      And for once, both sides of me, man and Bull, agree without question.
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      “Is that my beautiful granddaughter?”

      Gramps’ voice booms from the living room the second I step through the door of our tiny apartment, warm and full of mischief.

      I roll my eyes, but I smile anyway as I set the single bag of groceries on the kitchen counter.

      One bag.

      That’s all I could afford this time.

      I try not to let it get to me, but Jesus, I can’t believe the price of things. The world’s going to hell, and grocery bills are leading the charge.

      Good thing I went vegetarian in my teens because the cost of meat? I don’t even want to think about it.

      Gramps, on the other hand, still needs his lean proteins, so I make sure to get him a small pack of chicken or fish when I can swing it.

      Our apartment is small.

      I call it cute and cozy, but really, it’s just small.

      Still, I do my best to keep it warm, keep it ours.

      A green and gold wreath I made for St. Patrick’s Day hangs on the door, the little ribbons dancing every time we walk past.

      A small ceramic pot of fresh herbs sits by the closed kitchen window, drinking in whatever sunlight manages to break through the overcast sky.

      Our eat-in kitchen sits off the living room, where Gramps’ old recliner is parked directly in front of his prized possession, a forty-inch TV he won at church bingo five years ago.

      The man brags about it like it’s a damn trophy.

      From that chair, he can see everything.

      Every move I make in the kitchen.

      Every sigh I try to swallow down.

      Every moment I spend thinking too hard about things I can’t change.

      “Hiya, Gramps. Want some tea?” I ask as I start unpacking the groceries.

      “That would be lovely, my dear,” he says with a toothless grin that melts me on the spot.

      For a man in his seventies, he’s got more wit than most people half his age.

      But his body?

      Not so much.

      The walker is new to him, and I know it kills him, having to depend on something other than himself from time to time to get around.

      I see it in his eyes. But the way he moves these days, it’s safest all around.

      I remember when his hands were like a surgeon’s, but now they tremble often. He checks them when he thinks I’m not looking.

      I just want him to enjoy his golden years.

      But that’s not easy when we’re stuck in this tiny apartment, living on scraps of luck and paychecks that barely cover the rent.

      “Don’t brood, Arliss dear. It’ll be alright, won’t it?”

      His voice is soft this time, watching me closely, reading me too well.

      I force a smile. “Of course it will.”

      I don’t know if I believe it.

      But I need him to.

      “I’m making us sandwiches and fresh shortbread for the tea,” I announce, winking at him before turning to get started.

      Sundays are usually easier days.

      I go to work early because Bob’s closes earlier on Sundays.

      But before that, I always make sure Gramps and I have lunch together.

      Sometimes we go to mass.

      Not today. Today, I have chores to do.

      Besides, I like our long lunches.

      Every day I am reminded of how precious time really is and how little we have of it with the ones we love. I don’t plan to squander my time.

      Not one single minute of it.

      I set our plates on the table and the air smells of herbs and butter, sugar and sweetness.

      It smells a lot like home.

      We sit together, sipping on steaming cups of tea, munching on cucumber and tomato sandwiches slathered with my homemade herbed cream cheese.

      Gramps takes a bite, closes his eyes, groans like he just tasted heaven.

      “Oh, that was divine, Arliss. Truly. Thank you, my dear.”

      I smile, relieved. “I’m glad you like it.”

      I know it’s not much.

      I know I wish it could be more.

      But this—this little moment of comfort, of normalcy—it’s something I can give.

      I grab the extra sandwiches and wrap them up, tucking them into the fridge.

      “Leaving some for you later, and I’m putting the rest of the tea in the Thermos, okay?”

      He watches me for a second, something hesitant in his gaze.

      Then, softly, he says, “Do you have to go to that job today?”

      I see the regret on his face before he even finishes the question.

      I sigh but keep it light.

      “You know I do.”

      He hates it.

      Hates that I have to work so damn much.

      Hates that I’ve been trying so hard for something better.

      “I just wish there was something else,” he says.

      “There isn’t, Gramps. You know I’ve applied.”

      We’ve had this conversation a hundred times.

      He just wants more for me.

      And God, I want more for him.

      But for now, this is what we have.

      And we make the best of it.
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      Sundays are usually good.

      Usually, it’s my one day off.

      My reset.

      My calm day.

      But after last night?

      I’m so fucking revved I can’t sit still.

      My blood is running hot. My Bull is on a slow burn, pacing inside me like a storm waiting to break.

      And all because other Shifters were sniffing around Arliss.

      Around my girl.

      The scent of them still clings to the memory of that back door—the piss-stale stench of territory-marking bastards who had no idea who they were messing with.

      Fucking cats.

      Felines, always so smug with their slinky moves and twitchy little tails, like they're not just one step away from coughing up a hairball.

      Marking their territory like this was their goddamn litter box.

      Fuck. Them.

      After the place cleared out, I waited. I watched Arliss walk out under the glow of the parking lot lights, those blonde curls bouncing with every step, her keys clutched in her hand like she was ready for anything.

      But she didn’t know I was there.

      Watching. Guarding.

      She never knows.

      Once she was home, safe behind her door, I circled back to the bar and poured ammonia all over their piss-stains like a one-man vengeance parade.

      My Bull huffed, a low grunt of satisfaction.

      Not enough, but better.

      And right now? That had to count for something.

      The morning air was crisp, biting through my jacket, but it wasn’t the cold I felt. Not really.

      It was the shift.

      The change.

      Seasons turning, time stretching, the inevitable crawl toward something bigger than I can name.

      Like me and my Bull are standing on the edge of a cliff, and I just don’t know what side we’re going to fall on.

      The Rut’s been haunting me ever since my mom found an old Witch back in hometown. Her name was Abigail, and she scared the piss out of me when I was a kid.

      But she sat me down and told me the truth.

      I never knew how my mom found her, but after so much frustration and not understanding what was happening to me, I was glad she had.

      Abigail was the only one who ever really explained what I was. What I’d become.

      Bull. Shifter. Cursed.

      I didn’t want to hear it then.

      Didn’t want to believe I was something more. Or something less.

      Now I wish I’d listened harder.

      Because the Rut isn’t just some heat cycle or mood swing.

      It’s a total collapse of reason. A full-body hijack.

      A beast takes over, and all it wants is to claim.

      Breed. Possess.

      And I don’t know if I’m strong enough to fight it when it comes.

      What if I turn into just another feral bastard like my sire?

      A walking set of horns and hormones with no soul left behind the eyes?

      I’ve never even met another Bull Shifter.

      Not once.

      For all I know, I’m the last one standing.

      And maybe that’s why I’ve spent my whole life running.

      Running from what I am.

      Running from the blood that’s in me.

      Running from the day my stepfather told me I was a freak and shoved me out the door like a kicked dog.

      Yeah. Maybe I’m a coward.

      But even cowards want to live. Want to belong.

      And when I came to Motley Crewd Ranch, I thought maybe, just maybe, I’d found something like home.

      Not just a place to sleep.

      A place to breathe.

      A promise of a real life.

      But promises were sneaky little bastards.

      They could be broken far too easily.

      And deep down, I’ve been wishing for more.

      A mate.

      Someone who could tether me.

      Save me from myself.

      But now that I’ve met her?

      Now that Arliss is a real, living heartbeat in my life and not just some daydream, well, I’m terrified.

      Because I can’t risk her.

      I don’t even know what the fuck would happen if I claimed her and the Rut decided to take over anyway.

      Would I hurt her?

      Would I break her?

      The idea guts me.

      I already know I couldn’t live with myself if I let that happen.

      She’s too bright.

      Too soft.

      Too goddamn good for the darkness I carry around like a second skin.

      And the worst part?

      I don’t have a single fucking answer.

      No elders to ask. No books to study. No brotherhood to lean on.

      It’s just me.

      Me and this monster in my blood.

      And the woman I can’t have but would die to protect.

      “Yo, Kian! Come over here a second,” Dante calls out from the south pasture, his deep voice carrying easily across the open field.

      I jog over, boots kicking up dust. I’m not really in the mood but I’m moving, anyway.

      Usually, I love nothing more than riling up the big Grizzly, poking at his soft spots until he growls and mutters and pretends not to like me.

      But today? Today I’m too lost in my own goddamn head.

      So when he asks for help, I just do it.

      No sass.

      No commentary.

      I just move mechanically, nod, and help.

      “Hold that post. Must’ve gotten loose during the storm the other day,” he grunts, already raising the mallet.

      I plant my hands on the fence and brace.

      He swings, driving the post down into the damp earth with that casual Bear strength all his kind seem to have.

      I watch, but I’m barely there.

      My body’s moving, but my mind?

      It’s miles away.

      Still wrapped up in blonde curls, blue eyes, and the scent of wildflowers and sweat behind a bar.

      We can’t afford downed fences on the ranch.

      Not unless we want the place overrun by Dolly Lees, Lous, and Maes before sundown.

      The goats.

      Jed, our resident goat whisperer, spoils the hell out of those ornery little beasts.

      I pretend to grumble, but honestly? I kind of love those stubborn creatures. Especially Dolly Lou.

      That girl is known to headbutt a fence post and knock a Shifter on his ass all in the same day.

      Also? Her dairy game is unmatched.

      Who knew goat cheese could be so creamy, tangy, and borderline addictive?

      As a Bull Shifter who’s vegetarian out of sheer moral defiance, I get most of my protein from dairy.

      The fridge back in my cabin is stuffed to the gills with milk, yogurt, eggs, and cheese.

      Seriously, it’s like a protein-packed dairy temple in there.

      I can’t wait till we start harvesting all the vegetables we’ve been sowing every which way across this place.

      The farm side of Motley Crewd Ranch has been quiet, asleep really, all winter long. The whole place seemed tucked beneath snow and silenced during those months.

      Like the whole damn earth was holding its breath.

      But now? Now it’s spring, baby.

      And my Bull is restless.

      He’s itching, stomping inside me like he’s got hooves and sunlight in his veins.

      Because this is his season.

      This is when the ground wakes up, when the air turns sweet, and the fields breathe again.

      We’ve spent weeks turning soil, tilling rows, planting seeds like we were casting spells, coaxing life back into this patch of land one shovel, one calloused hand, one whispered promise at a time.

      And soon, well, soon it’s gonna bloom.

      And yeah, I’m a Bull Shifter, not a farmer.

      But there’s something about this part of ranch life that settles deep into my bones.

      The rhythm.

      The growth.

      The work.

      It’s honest.

      It’s real.

      And for someone like me—someone who’s been running from his roots most of his life—it’s a rare kind of peace.

      I can feel it building.

      Green things pushing through dark soil. New life coming.

      It won’t be long now before we’re pulling up fat carrots and tender squash, tomatoes that drip sunlight, and more zucchini than anyone ever actually needs.

      And my Bull?

      He wants to see every bit of it.

      Wants to stand in those rows and breathe deep and feel what we built grow beneath our feet.

      Wants to watch something rise from the dirt that doesn’t scare him.

      Something we made with our own hands.

      And if I’m honest?

      I want it, too.

      The fact Max, our Alpha and primary owner here, gifted us each a stake in the place is just frosting. My Bull’s already tethered here, but now that my human side owns a piece, well, I feel something too.

      An attachment. A reason.

      And I’d be a liar if I said I wasn’t scared of fucking it up.

      But that is the thing about having a Crew at your back.

      They won’t let me.

      And thank God for that.

      Dante finishes with one final swing, the post firmly back in place.

      “Good. Thanks,” he mutters, brushing dirt from his hands.

      “No problem,” I reply automatically.

      He eyes me sideways.

      And I know that look.

      It’s that Bear Shifter curiosity, all honest and open in a way that somehow always manages to get under my skin.

      “What’s eating you?”

      I glance up, trying to play it cool. “How do you mean?”

      He tilts his head, squinting like he’s studying a strange specimen.

      “You haven’t said one wise-ass thing about group hugs, our little friendship text chain, or how we should all get matching bracelets in the ten minutes you’ve been standing here. Seriously. What gives?”

      I snort, even as I roll my eyes.

      Okay, fair.

      Annoying is kind of my thing.

      I’ve always had this unspoken deal with the Crew—I’m the funny one.

      The lightweight.

      The mouth.

      The guy cracking jokes in a room full of stone-faced, emotionally constipated Alpha types.

      I’m the guy who lightens the mood when things get too heavy.

      Who makes it all feel like maybe it’s not so serious, even when it is. But not lately.

      Not since her.

      Not since I smelled danger on her skin and saw red when some cat-shifter punk tried to put his hands where they didn’t belong.

      Not since I realized the way she walks through my head even when I’m asleep.

      And the worst part?

      Everyone else?

      They’ve already found it.

      Their someone.

      Their forever.

      One by one, they’ve paired off, fallen in love, and settled into their happy little worlds with their mates.

      All of them.

      Except me and Zeke.

      And I don’t know what stings more.

      That I’m still alone.

      Or that I may have found her. But I can’t have her.

      Shit.
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      I head into my room to get ready for my shift, which makes it sound like it’s some grand affair. It’s not.

      Just a pair of jeans that are starting to lose the battle against time and thigh rub, and a black t-shirt that says Bob’s Bar in peeling white letters over my chest. Real glamorous stuff.

      Still, it’s warm out today. Finally.

      I decide to brush out my hair until it falls in soft, wavy ribbons, all shiny and clean.

      I pull it up into a high ponytail, a little bounce at the crown. Something about it makes me feel fresh.

      Presentable.

      Kinda cute.

      I swipe on a bit of face powder, add some mascara to make my blue eyes pop, and finish with a touch of pink gloss.

      Sweet.

      Simple.

      Functional.

      I don’t do heavy makeup. Not because I’m some au naturel goddess or anything, but because I run hot.

      And by hot, I don’t mean sexy.

      I mean sweaty.

      You ever see blush on top of a peaches-and-cream complexion that’s currently losing a battle with humidity and hustle?

      Yeah.

      Not cute.

      I learned the hard way that my peaches turn into overripe apples real fast, and if I try to layer blush over that, I end up looking like a cross between Punch, Judy, and a Victorian fever victim.

      No thanks.

      So, I keep it minimal.

      Powder to matte the shine, something to keep my lips from looking ghostly, and boom.

      I am done.

      Not much I can do about these jeans, though.

      They’ve seen better days, and they are definitely tighter in the backside than I remember.

      Yes, I am talking about my ass.

      Whatever.

      I made peace with the fact that I’m a bigger girl when I was still in high school.

      And now, with thirty creeping up behind me like a sneaky little gremlin, I can finally say I’m good with it.

      More than good, actually.

      I feel comfortable.

      Like I fit into my body instead of trying to shrink it.

      Hell, I even think I look okay. Maybe even cute on a good day.

      And just for a split second, a stupid, fleeting, completely unhelpful second, I wonder if he would think so too.

      No.

      No. Nope.

      DO NOT GO THERE.

      But of course, I go there.

      Because no matter how many times I tell myself not to think about Kian O’Malley, that’s exactly where my traitorous mind goes.

      Last night.

      God, what was that?

      Yeah, the drunk cowboy was being a Class A jackass, but I could’ve handled it. I’ve dealt with worse.

      Still.

      I’d be lying if I said I didn’t melt just a little when Kian stepped in like some brawny, dark-eyed avenger and smashed that moron’s face into the bar top.

      Okay, maybe it wasn’t about me. Maybe he’s just the old-fashioned type who doesn’t like men mouthing off.

      But given his reputation as a total player, I somehow doubt chivalry was what got his blood boiling.

      Not that it matters.

      He didn’t ask me out again.

      Didn’t flirt.

      Didn’t linger.

      He just paid his tab—overpaid it, actually, which was weird—and then he left.

      Quiet.

      Controlled.

      Like the whole thing hadn’t even rattled him.

      Which it totally had.

      At least, I think it did.

      Maybe?

      Doesn’t matter.

      I grab my purse and keys before I start spiraling again, lean over to press a kiss to Gramps’ cheek.

      He pats my hand, squeezes it gently. “Drive safe, darling.”

      “Always,” I say with a smile, heading out the door.

      I slide into the front seat of Cleo, my ancient but loyal little Toyota, and start her up with a sputter and a growl that sounds vaguely like someone waking from a nap they didn’t want to take.

      The bar’s not far.

      But I drive anyway.

      Because walking alone at night isn’t the smartest move, especially in this part of town, and I may not have a lot, but I do have a designated parking spot, and by God, I use it.

      Besides, I’ve seen way too many true crime documentaries to fall into that trap.

      No way am I becoming the next tragic case study on some grim show with grainy reenactments and ominous music.

      You know the one.

      “She was a small-town barmaid, just trying to make a living… until the night she vanished without a trace.”

      And suddenly I’m the cautionary tale with wide-eyed interviews from co-workers, “She always smiled, you know? We never thought anything was wrong until she didn’t show up for her shift. And then they found her in a duffel bag behind the school playground.”

      Nope.

      Not today, Satan.

      There will be no stalkers wearing my skin, no backwoods creeps feeding my remains to their emotional support livestock.

      Not on my watch.

      So I do what any modern, crime-aware woman would: I grab my keys, triple-check that my pepper spray keychain is locked and loaded, make sure my cell phone’s fully charged, and climb into my trusty little Toyota like I’m prepping for battle.

      The drive to Bob’s Bar is short. Just a few blocks. But long enough to give me time to do what I absolutely shouldn’t.

      Think about him.

      Kian O’Malley.

      Tall, broody, and built like a damn cowboy calendar model who accidentally stumbled into New Jersey on his way to a steamy romance cover shoot.

      Seriously. The man is built.

      He’s so big and tall with rodeo slim hips and thick rugby player thighs I just want to nibble.

      Nope.

      Not thinking about that at all.

      Tonight is about work.

      Friendly customers.

      Good tips.

      Staying alive.

      Not about lingering stares or rough hands or the way my name might sound spilling from a hot boy’s lips or whispered into the dark.

      Gulp.

      So, if a certain smexy Romeo walks through that door again?

      I’ll just ignore him.

      Yep.

      No problem.

      Totally fine.

      Completely unaffected.

      Like a cucumber in a walk-in fridge.

      Unbothered.

      Unavailable.

      Emotionally bulletproof.

      Right?

      Er, right.
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      Sometimes, a man just has to admit when he’s beat.

      I never thought I’d see the day I’d be that man.

      Sitting in the back of a parking lot like a lovesick teenager.

      Watching the front door of a dive bar like it's sacred ground.

      But here I am.

      Defeated.

      Obsessed.

      Royally fucked.

      I’m parked all the way in the back lot of Bob’s Bar, engine off, lights off, and every muscle coiled tight while I watch for her.

      I know she’s still inside. The rest of the staff left fifteen minutes ago, and the lights are dimmed, but she’s still in there.

      Arliss.

      Mo Chroí.

      Must be closing tonight. Again.

      I frown, jaw tight.

      She shouldn’t be locking up alone.

      Bob Domingo might not be a bad guy, but I don’t like it.

      I mean, he’s just old, tired, and lazy as hell.

      I heard rumors he’s trying to sell the place, but his asking price is sky high, thanks to New Jersey’s usual brand of liquor-license lunacy.

      None of that excuses the fact that a woman like Arliss—small, curvy, vulnerable-looking, though I know better—shouldn’t be left alone at midnight in a half-lit parking lot.

      She’s not alone, my Bull reminds me.

      He rumbles in my chest, low and content like a beast who’s watching his territory and liking what he sees.

      Technically, he’s right.

      I snort, wiping a hand down my face, trying not to feel like the world's creepiest guardian angel.

      And that’s when she steps out.

      The door swings open, and the flickering streetlamp paints her in silver and shadow, wrapping around her like something out of a dream.

      My dream.

      My heart tightens inside my chest.

      Her blonde ponytail is high and playful, curls bouncing against her nape, catching the light like a halo.

      She’s only wearing a t-shirt and jeans. Nothing fancy. But the sight of her hunching into herself against the chill?

      It wrecks me.

      She moves fast across the lot, clutching her keys in one hand, the other buried in her hoodie pocket.

      She heads toward her little beat-up Toyota, and my protective instincts spike.

      I know those cars last forever, but damn, that thing looks like it rolled off the lot before Y2K.

      Too old.

      Too unsafe.

      She deserves better.

      And just as I’m debating whether I can find a way to gift her a new ride without her yelling at me, she pulls out, tires crunching on gravel, and I spot it.

      Flat tire.

      She doesn’t notice until we’re already on the road.

      Usually, I’d hang back. Shadow her. Keep her safe without being seen.

      But tonight?

      My girl’s in trouble.

      And the beast inside me won’t let me wait.

      I throw open the truck door and sprint toward her car just as she pulls to the side and jumps out.

      “Stand back! I have pepper spray!”

      She spins fast, fierce and wild-eyed, wielding the little pink can like a weapon of mass destruction.

      I throw up my hands. “Pepper spray? Whoa! It’s just me⁠—”

      Too late.

      She sprays before the last word leaves my mouth.

      Direct hit.

      The burn hits like fire and fury, and I let out a roar that rattles the trees.

      “FUCK! Shit! Arliss—easy! It’s me! I’m not attacking you!”

      I stagger back, eyes streaming, hands flying to my face as I groan like a beast fresh out of hell.

      “Oh my God! Romeo? I mean, Kian!” she gasps, already rushing toward me. “Shit, shit, shit! I’m so sorry!”

      I feel cool water hit my face, her hands trembling as she tips a bottle over me, rinsing the worst of it off.

      Her touch is soft.

      Her scent is stronger than ever.

      And I’m blind as hell, but gods help me—I’m still aroused.

      “Does that help?” she asks, voice worried.

      I grunt, blinking rapidly. “Yeah, yeah. Just give me a second.”

      I drag the hem of my shirt up, dabbing at the mess, still stinging, still on fire, but I’d take this over a night without her voice any day.

      Because pain fades.

      But Arliss? She’s the kind of ache I never want to lose.

      When I can finally see again, through the red haze of pain and the sting of pepper spray vengeance burning my damn eyeballs, it’s so worth it.

      

      Because she’s close now.

      Real close.

      I can smell the sweet cinnamon gum she’s chewing and the faint trace of lemon cleaner lingering on her skin from wiping down the bar top. Beneath that is the distinct flavor of wildflowers and sugary sweetness.

      It’s not perfume.

      It’s her.

      Warm.

      Sharp.

      Clean.

      Delicious.

      Perfect.

      My Bull practically purrs inside me, greedy for more.

      Then she crosses her arms and pins me with that look.

      “What were you doing? Following me or something?”

      Instead of answering, and admitting to my low-key, high-key stalker behavior, I clear my throat and crouch down beside her car, pretending I’m just a nice guy who just happened to be here.

      Lying by omission. Classic move.

      My gaze scans the tire. I spot it immediately.

      A nail.

      The fuck?

      It’s big. Ugly. New. And it’s jammed deep into rubber that’s worn down to the cords.

      My jaw tightens.

      “You drive by some construction?” I ask, my voice low and already on edge.

      She shakes her head. “No. Just home and here. Oh, I did stop by the store earlier, but I didn’t notice any road work.”

      She frowns as she sees the thick nail, and I don’t miss the worry creeping into her eyes.
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