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      When the Sawtooth wolves were told it was the end of the line for their pack, they refused to accept their fate. Welcome to Granger Falls, a small town full of tenacious wolves and the ladies who fight beside them.

      Her Captive Wolf

      When I get word of an illegal dogfighting ring on the edge of town, I’ll do everything in my power to stop it. Once we bring those dogs back to Forever Home animal shelter and get them cleaned up, we realize they’re not dogs at all.

      They’re wolves.

      Doesn’t matter--we’ll nurse them back to health and give them a second chance at life before releasing them into the wild. I have to admit, I’m getting attached to the blue-eyed wolf who won’t leave my side.

      And on the full moon, they shift.

      That wolf who wouldn’t leave my side? His name is Shadow, and he’ll do whatever it takes to thank me for saving his pack.

      Not everyone in town is happy the Sawtooth Shifters are back, and their enemies have set their sights on a new target—me.

      Shadow swears he’ll keep me safe because I’m his mate. But I destroyed my last relationship, and I can’t do that to him too. But if I deny his claim, the pack is doomed.

      Her Guardian Wolf

      Once upon a time, there was a little girl who grew up in a man’s world. Surrounded by brothers, she joined the Army the first chance she got.

      But after a bomb blast changed everything, she doesn’t know where she belongs anymore.

      That little girl…is me.

      Now I’m working at Forever Home animal shelter as part of my rehabilitation for PTSD. And it’s a rescued werewolf that sees me like no one else ever has.

      Baron and I have a lot in common. Too much, maybe. All his family has known is war, and a rival pack has them at their mercy.

      Those rival wolves think they can use me and my coworkers as pawns. Oh, hell no.

      He’s been assigned to protect me. That means guarding my apartment at night, and telling me bedtime stories to keep my mind off the shifter war.

      Baron’s tired of violence, but he’ll fight harder than he ever has to make sure I get my happily ever after.

      Her Renegade Wolf

      When there was a she-wolf shortage in the Sawtooth pack, the elders decided it would be best to sell them to the highest bidder.

      I was one of those she-wolves.

      So I was a good little wolf and did the right thing. Now I’m stuck in a loveless marriage with a wicked wolf who considers me his property. But I daydream about what my life would’ve been like if I’d defied my pack and gone with Major Lowe, my fated mate.

      Now Major’s back after a mysterious disappearance, and claims my husband held him prisoner. He’s determined to avenge what was done to him and his brothers. And he’ll do whatever it takes to claim his fated mate. Me. He promises things will be different this time, and he can give me and my daughter a life full of love and security.

      But I’m not sure which man poses the greatest threat—the man who owns my body, or the man who owns my heart.
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      Her Captive Wolf

      When I get word of an illegal dogfighting ring on the edge of town, I’ll do everything in my power to stop it. Once we bring those dogs back to Forever Home animal shelter and get them cleaned up, we realize they’re not dogs at all.

      They’re wolves.

      Doesn’t matter--we’ll nurse them back to health and give them a second chance at life before releasing them into the wild. I have to admit, I’m getting attached to the blue-eyed wolf who won’t leave my side.

      And on the full moon, they shift.

      That wolf who wouldn’t leave my side? His name is Shadow, and he’ll do whatever it takes to thank me for saving his pack.

      Not everyone in town is happy the Sawtooth Shifters are back, and their enemies have set their sights on a new target—me.

      Shadow swears he’ll keep me safe because I’m his mate. But I destroyed my last relationship, and I can’t do that to him too. But if I deny his claim, the pack is doomed.
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      Shadow

      The plan didn’t change because we were prisoners.

      We weren’t meant to be in one place for this long. Wolves needed to move. We needed to hunt. Ryker, the bastard who captured us, knew it, and he’d set it up so we could only hunt each other. Chained, starving, and wallowing in our own filth.

      The worst part of it was that we’d been outsmarted by one of our own.

      We had the Lowe brothers in our sights when we’d been caught. We’d meant to scare them away from Ryker’s farm, and avoid a pack war. Little did we know what horrors were actually harbored here. Now we were all in a fight to survive.

      Had the Lowes been caught with Ryker’s livestock, it would’ve started a war between the packs. We were minutes away from stopping them when we got caught.

      A sliver of the moon lit the open doorway. The dull roar of the crowd rose with the old man’s arrival. No surprise. Nothing on Ryker Farm happened by accident.

      “All right, beasts, I’m upping the ante this month.” Ryker curled his tobacco-stained lips in a nasty smile. “Whoever wins gets set free.”

      Still in his human form, he was skinny as we were, the meanness consuming him. All that was left was flesh, bone, and a black heart. No hint of a soul. Ryker had every advantage over us. He knew our secrets and our traditions. He knew how to keep us weak. The new moon did us no favors, since we relied on its power for our energy. Every month Ryker starved us, beat us, and kept us in complete darkness when we should have been reveling in the moon’s full beauty. He kept us from shifting back to pissed-off men.

      My brothers and I looked at each other, wary. Then to the Lowes. We never saw eye to eye with them, but we were on the same page. Ryker’s promise wouldn’t come without a catch.

      Ryker threw kibble on the ground. The Lowe brothers scrambled for it, their pride replaced long ago by the need to survive. Anticipation gnawed at my empty belly. Growls rose from the other side of the pen. They’d probably been built for pigs, and we didn’t have room to turn around without hitting another body. Even if we did, our chains were too short to allow it. There was no place to get away from anyone’s thoughts, especially my own.

      The old farmer cackled as he brought the bag closer to us. My brother Baron nipped at the sack. For that, he was rewarded with a boot in the face. Kibble spilled from the torn burlap. “You want to be greedy? That’s all you savages get.”

      Good. We’d be hungry for the fight.

      “Who are we sending out?” my brother Dallas asked once Ryker left, his gaze fixed on me. My brothers expected me to have the answers, but it was impossible to think straight with the chain cutting into the skin on my neck. Anger and hunger swirled through my body. Every time I looked at my brothers, the less I thought I could save them. I couldn’t show weakness, especially with the Lowe brothers close enough to smell it. They’d been calling us weak for years. They’d be picking us out from between what was left of their teeth if I gave them the chance.

      Dallas lowered his voice, so only the four of us could hear it. “Are we going with speed or strength?”

      He wanted me to say speed. Last month Ryker had paired him against Xavier, and the fight got called with X’s paw on Dallas’ throat. X hadn’t shut up about it all month. Both wolves were raw, bloody, and barely breathing when they were thrown back in the pen, chained so healing properly was a luxury. I wouldn’t exactly call it a victory, but revenge would be so sweet.

      I whacked Dallas. My paw was still sore from last night’s scuffle for food. Ryker had thrown chickens into the pen and the chance at actual meat had all of us slobbering, and baring our teeth at each other, brother or not. Ryker was treating us like livestock, planning to slaughter us in a different manner.

      “Doesn’t fucking matter what you do.” Xavier, no it was Major, called out from the other side of the pen. Xavier knew better than to speak for his older brother. “Every single one of us can fuck you up.”

      Major had trained his brothers to be bloodthirsty, to take what they needed and not look back. Search and destroy. It was a pretty good philosophy, shared by most of the werewolves in Sawtooth Forest.

      The Channings had always kept order in the forest. For generations, our family had been the peacekeepers. We hunted and killed, but we didn’t destroy. That mindset didn’t make us popular in the Sawtooth pack, but it wouldn’t matter what anyone thought if we were dead.

      Not only were we killing each other, but we hid our true nature from the humans in Granger Falls. Werewolf stories were nothing more than legend to them. But the nail in our coffin was that we had no possibility for mates. Our she-wolves had been sold to the highest bidder. The rest of us had been left to die off, alone and forgotten.

      If we ever got out of here, I’d make sure we had something to fight for.

      “I’ll take Major,” I growled, pulling on my chain to get as close to the Lowe’s alpha as I could. I’d had enough of his mouth over the last six months. I’d enjoy stomping on it. “Fight to the death.”

      I’d sunk to his level, but hard time in hell did that to even the strongest wolf.

      There was no reasoning with anyone during a dogfight.

      Archer nudged my haunch with his snout.

      “I want to take him on.” My youngest brother had taken my name, Shadow, to heart and become mine as soon as he was old enough to venture away from our mother.

      Major roared with laughter, angry pink skin visible where the chains had worn away his fur. We could understand each other when we spoke in our wolf form, but a human spectator would only hear barking and growling.

      I glared at Archer. He was weak, there was no hiding it. He hadn’t been a liability until we’d been captured.

      “You lose, Shadow, and your little pup belongs to me. I’ll make him a man. Somebody’s gotta do it. I don’t have time for the babying bullshit,” Major snarled.

      “He’ll never follow you.” I stood snout to snout with my lifelong nemesis. The edges of his nose were dry and his threat was empty. My brothers were restless behind me. If I turned around, the Lowes would know my family doubted me. “I don’t plan on losing.”

      “I don’t either.” One side of Major’s lip turned up in a feral smirk. “Archie will be my slave. You can go to hell with that on your conscience.”

      After a few more rounds of grunts and huffs, Major and I retreated to our sides of the pen. If we’d had the chance, we’d settle it here. That bastard Ryker made sure our chains were too short to do any real damage to each other. He wanted to save that pent-up rage for the paying customers.

      They’d get their money’s worth tonight.

      “Eat,” I huffed at my brothers, as kibble caught in my dry throat.

      “This shit?” Dallas said, kicking at the kibble. “It’s barely food.”

      No kidding, brother. “We need to be prepared.”

      “Will you let me go in?” Archer’s eyes widened. “I want to take him on.”

      I pushed more of the kibble toward him. I’d been too busy scarfing down chicken last night to notice if Archer got anything more than feathers stuck to his tongue. Omegas ate last, and I was ashamed I hadn’t taken better care of him so close to the fights.

      “No,” I said. “This is my fight.”

      “What’s your plan if Ryker actually lets you out of here, Shadow?” Baron asked quietly, not to be overheard by the Lowes. We learned long ago we could only trust each other.

      I glared at Major, speaking loudly enough for him to hear me. “To bring that bastard down.”
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      We might be emaciated and humbled, but no one would mistake us for meek or common as Ryker’s thug farmhand herded us into the ring. Our heads were held high, with nothing to hide. Even in chains we were stronger than these bastards.

      And so close to freedom.

      The air was thick with beer, weed, and sweat. The audience who’d paid to see our destruction. But I didn’t care about them. I’d dreamed of this moment since Ryker and his thugs had shot us all with tranquilizer guns and enslaved us.

      Now Ryker was using that to his advantage with his very own gladiator ring.

      Blood and bad decisions were what packed the stands every month. No two fights were the same. Over the last six months, we’d been conditioned to be prepared for the worst-case scenario at all times.

      Ryker scanned over the seven of us.

      “You.” He pulled on Shea’s chain. Fuck, Shea didn’t have any limits or any conscience. He’d been a bloodthirsty lunatic since we were kids. Major needed to get a rein on his brother. The pack only had room for one alpha.

      I didn’t care which one of them I fought, but tonight it looked like the opponents were already chosen. Ryker hated a fair fight. The crowd had placed their bets and Ryker loved to protect house money.

      “And you.” Our chains were tangled, and all four of us skidded forward. Ryker exhaled loudly, pushing one of his thugs out of the way so he could untangle the chains, pulling roughly on them while he worked. We all stumbled off balance as the chains came free. One more tug made it clear who he wanted.

      Archer.

      “No!” I dove at Ryker, who responded by kicking me in the ribs. The old man was rattled when I latched onto his ankle. My neck snapped back as he pried his bloody leg free of my grip, and a boot landed on my head. The thug didn’t press down hard enough to break anything, he just held me down as Ryker landed one last blow to my stomach.

      Archer refused to move, digging his paws in the dirt and staring at my brothers Baron, Dallas, and me.

      “Save it for the ring,” I called to him.

      The pain in those blue eyes would haunt me forever.

      Ryker dragged Archie through the dirt, and I nodded to him. Six months in captivity left me weak, but I’d give my brother everything I had.

      Archer understood. He picked his feet and tail up, prancing with all the pride a beaten wolf could muster beside Ryker.

      The thugs pulled us to the side of the ring. The crowd roared, and every month I was disgusted to see so many familiar faces come out to watch us fight. When we were in our human forms, we called some of these people friends. Or we had.

      “I’m sorry, man,” Major said as the thugs hooked us into our places along the side of the ring. “Archer doesn’t deserve this. Shea won’t show him any mercy. He wants his freedom.”

      I strained against the chain. At my strongest, I would’ve broke right through it. “I wouldn’t respect him if he gave any less than his best.”
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      “This is disgusting,” I muttered to Randy, the police sergeant who’d volunteered to come from Ketchum to help with the rescue. Granger Falls wasn’t big enough to have its animal control officer, and I needed to call in the big dogs, no pun intended. I was tired of relying on everyone else to fix things. Once word came in about possible dog fights at Ryker’s Farm, I immediately put a large-scale rescue into motion. If this shithead was treating these dogs so badly, there was no telling the condition of the rest of the animals.

      I first heard about the fights last month, but we didn’t have the manpower to go in or the space to deal with it. Forever Home animal shelter was meant for house pets, and we were always full to capacity. And I had to gather intel before I could do anything. I only had one chance to get this right. Too much was at stake for mistakes and every second counted. Now that I knew the exact headcount of livestock on the property, I had a plan to get all of the animals to safety.

      “I can’t wait to take this asshole down.” Randy took a sip of his non-alcoholic beer and scanned the crowd. We’d done our best to blend in. Too many familiar faces filled these seats. People I’d considered friends before tonight. Some of them had even donated to the shelter. What kind of sick asshole came to a dog fight for fun? If it wasn’t for the animals who so needed our help, I’d be burning rubber in the parking lot to get the hell away from this town.

      But I’d already run away from my life once. I had nowhere else to go.

      The townspeople sat side by side with undercover policemen, waiting for these poor dogs to tear each other to pieces. My employees from the shelter, Kiera and Lyssie, were a row ahead of me. I’d disguised myself to make sure no one was tipped off to our plan. The director of an animal shelter wouldn’t come here for fun. My long hair was tucked under an Oregon Ducks hat, and my jacket was zipped all the way up to hide as much of my face as I could.

      I gasped as the dogs came into view, grabbing Randy’s arm. It was big and solid and if these animals weren’t in such grave danger I might enjoy spending some time with him. The prospects for dating in Granger Falls were terrible, as evidenced by the turnout for this travesty. Good thing I wasn’t looking to date anyone.

      “We have enough to break this up right now. Look at them! Matted fur, skin raw from those chains. I can see their damn ribs!”

      Randy’s face paled and he took a sip of his drink, probably wishing it were real alcohol. Once we got these dogs settled, I was definitely having a drink. Anything to erase this picture from my memory.

      “If we let them fight, even for a second, we can get him on more severe charges.” His lips pinched together when he tore his gaze away from the ring. “I want to nail this fucker to the wall.”

      “Me too.” Almost five years of working in animal rescue and it never got easier. Every time I thought I’d seen it all, someone took it to a place that gave me nightmares. Sometimes it felt like I could never make it better.

      Ryker, the owner of the farm, stood in the middle of the ring with tonight’s opponents in chains on either side of him. Mean, loud-mouthed, and ignorant, he’d figured out how to rally everyone together in the worst way possible. Greasy hair slid from beneath his ball cap. His clothes were covered in stains that belonged on a butcher’s apron. He sent a chill down my spine any time I saw him in town, and now I knew why.

      The smaller dog had a limp. Ryker let him off his chain first, but he didn’t move. Instead he shook violently, looking back to the other dogs that had been chained along the wall. They barked frantically, either cheering him on or giving him guidance. It was hard to tell over the roar of the crowd as the second dog was freed. He charged the little one, and it took him seconds to sink his teeth into the smaller dog’s flesh.

      “That’s enough!” I pushed Randy, who was already out of his seat, racing toward the ring. His fake beer went flying, drenching the jerks around us. Throughout the bleachers, cops ran down the stairs, guns drawn.

      The crowd scattered. Beer rained down on all of us, benches rocked, and I almost got knocked to the ground as people shoved me out of the way. No one wanted to atone for their sins tonight.

      Randy and his men were focused on capturing Ryker and his accomplices. They had their hands full. None of them would go down without a fight.

      No one stopped the dog in the ring from attacking the other one. The smaller dog howled, and his gray fur stained bright red.

      I tore through the crowd, knocking anyone who didn’t get the hell out of my way down. I needed to get down to the ring before it was too late.

      I didn’t see Kiera or Lyssie anywhere in the chaos. No time to look for them. That dog needed help.

      The dogs on the side of the ring were hysterical, howling and screaming along with the crowd. I jumped over the barrier and ran to the middle of the pit. The bigger dog hadn’t let up on the little one, even as I dove for them. I had to be careful. Both dogs were sick and hungry and there was no telling what could be wrong with them. Neither looked rabid but with a case like this I had no time to waste getting shots tonight.

      Wrestling one dog away from the other, I covered the smaller one with my body so the other couldn’t attack anymore.

      He was still breathing, barely. His big, blue eyes met mine and he whimpered.

      “Trina!” Kiera called out. “We got pushed into the parking lot. We had to convince the undercover cops we were working with you.” Dam, I forgot to give them credentials. That mistake cost us precious time. “Is he okay?”

      “He’s taken a beating.” The dog’s breathing had slowed, hopefully because he was calming down and not bleeding out. Just in case, I peeled out of my jacket and ripped a strip off my T-shirt to use as a tourniquet. I didn’t give a crap that my belly rolls were hanging out. It wasn’t the worst thing people were going to see tonight. I gently wrapped the fabric around the dog’s neck and applied the lightest amount of pressure I could get away with and still be effective.

      “What should we do?” Lyssie asked.

      “Call the livestock control people. They’re expecting to hear from us. And get the crates out of the truck. I think I counted seven dogs. How’s the other one who fought?”

      No answer right away. “He’s gone.”
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      Shadow

      I’d stopped believing in any sort of organized religion the night Ryker captured us. No heaven, no hell, just a dark and hungry purgatory that went on indefinitely. That was until tonight, when police officers stormed the fighting ring, arresting Ryker and his crew. And more importantly, three angels came to take us away from our prison.

      “Stay with this one,” one of the angels instructed the other. “I have metal cutters in my bag. I hope the collars haven’t embedded themselves into any of their necks.”

      As strong and fierce as we claimed to be, every wolf whined and cried with appreciation when it was their turn to be freed. The angel took a moment with each of us, patting us on the head and murmuring about it being over.

      I’d been furthest from her, so I’d been last.

      “Let’s get this nasty thing off you.” Her words sounded like a lullaby.

      I was no prouder than my brothers or my enemies. Freedom felt too good for that. This was the only way I could thank her. She ran her fingers over my filthy, matted fur. She was beautiful. Her honey-colored hair was pulled back, her face was bare, and her clothes were plain and ripped. Unshed tears shone in her green eyes, and her cheeks as round as the rest of her curves and probably just as sweet. Her little mouth begged for a taste. She smelled like the exact opposite of the shit and desperation that usually flooded my nostrils. I inhaled vanilla, cinnamon, apples, and everything good about being human. My mouth watered just thinking about it.

      Anyone who was this full of love and compassion for a bunch of broken-down, filthy animals like the Channings and even the Lowes had earned my undying loyalty. Whatever she wanted, it was hers.

      “Everything’s going to be all right,” she cooed, and I pressed myself against her leg. “I’m taking you away from here. You’re safe now. I’ll give you some food and a bath.”

      Two weeks until the full moon. I’d be stronger then, but I had no way to prepare this angel for our shift. It’d been so long since any of us had been human, this shift could be…interesting.

      “You okay, man?” I asked Archer. He still lay in the middle of the ring with his throat bandaged. My brothers joined us, nudging him gently with their snouts. As the other two angels carried crates into the ring, I daydreamed about how it would feel to hold this woman in my arms and thank her properly for saving our lives.

      “I will be,” Archie panted, his eyes unfocused.

      “Don’t come over here,” I warned the Lowe brothers as Major stepped into the ring. “Not now.” We were so close to being rescued, I wasn’t going to fuck it up by ripping them to shreds.

      All of us willingly went back into captivity. The angels loaded our crates into the truck without much effort. We’d been broken and living for this moment, and we were too weak to enjoy it.

      “Kiera, can you drive?” my beautiful angel asked. She sat in the dirt with Archer, who’d barely moved. Come on man, live. We’re free now. “I’m gonna stay in the back with this one. I don’t want to leave him alone.”

      “Yeah, sure,” Kiera answered, making sure the latches were tight so we didn’t slide around the back of the truck. My angel climbed inside the truck, cradling my brother’s body in her arms. His blood seeped through the makeshift blanket she wrapped around him. She settled in the middle of the crates softly, placing Archer down beside her.

      He didn’t smell good. Fuck.

      “Okay, guys.” My angel looked around at the crates, and I realized she was addressing us and not her coworkers. Did she know what we were? I was pretty sure there were only five crates. Shit, I hadn’t seen Shea since the cops broke up the fight. He’d been promised his freedom, and that bastard took it.

      I would’ve done the same exact thing.

      “I’m Trina, Kiera’s driving, and Lyssie’s riding shotgun. They think I’m crazy when I talk to the animals, but I know you understand me.” She stopped and made a face to the front of the truck. If I was human, I would’ve laughed. “We’re from Forever Home Animal Shelter. That’s where we’re headed. We’ll feed you some good warm food, better than you’ve had in—" She got choked up and didn’t finish. “We’ll clean you all up. Make your fur soft and bandage those wounds. Give you comfy beds to sleep in. Make sure you don’t suffer anymore. We’ll make sure you get better, then we’ll find you homes. No more fighting, no more abuse. It’s over.”

      She stunned us into silence.

      I couldn’t take my eyes off the beautiful angel named Trina. She patted Archer’s head, murmuring to him. He closed his eyes and sighed.

      “Shit! No! No, no, no.” Trina collapsed on Archer’s body. I threw myself against the front of my crate and howled. My brothers joined in, but no amount of protest would change anything.

      This couldn’t be happening. My little brother depended on me to keep him safe. I let him come with us the night we were captured because I thought it would toughen him up if he went on a couple runs with us. I should’ve done anything to keep him from fighting tonight. It didn’t matter if I was in chains. I let him fight a battle he couldn’t possibly win.

      “What’s the matter?” Lyssie crawled into the back of the truck.

      “We lost him.” Trina cradled Archer’s lifeless body against her.

      And it was my fault.

      I glared at Major. “Shea better run far, far away from here. Because if I catch him, I’ll show him the same mercy he showed Archer.”
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      Trina

      I’d already failed these dogs. One was missing, and one was dead.

      “You can’t beat yourself up about this, Trina,” Kiera said quietly. “We have no idea what condition that dog was in before tonight.”

      The remaining dogs snarfed down huge bowls of wet food. I’d be scrambling in a couple weeks to make up for this, but I’d figure it out. I always did. My policy was no negative talk in front of the animals. Some people argued that I was crazy, thinking they could understand us. I never wanted people to give up on me at my worst. Doctors and nurses said negative things about my prognosis, thinking I was a vegetable. Even in the middle of my deepest, darkest black hole, I might not have been able to do anything about it, but I understood. And I’d never make that mistake with my animals. Any creature with eyes and a heartbeat could pick up on bad vibes.

      “You’re right.” I wiped my cheeks with the back of my hand. “But it still sucks. We saved these dogs…I wish we could’ve got in there sooner, but Randy said he needed the proof of the fights.”

      “I just got a text from Livestock Control. They said that the big animals were in pretty good shape. They’re still checking them out. The chickens weren’t being treated very well, too many in each cage, but they think they can save them.” Kiera put down her phone. “You did good, T. Really good.”

      Not good enough.

      “We’ll help them place the animals when they’re ready for new homes.” I was pissed about the chickens. Birds were my favorite, and they always got treated the worst. “Lys, how are they doing with that food?”

      “It’s gone.” She yawned. I’d told the ladies we’d be pulling all-nighters, but they were new to animal rescue. They’d come to work at the shelter as part of their rehab. We’d all been through some serious shit and had gone to the same facility, CAST, The Center of Anxiety and Stress Therapy, for our panic attacks and stress disorders. Nothing they tried worked for me, and I spiraled into a dark place with seemingly no escape, until someone suggested I volunteer at a shelter. After the doctors saw how the animals brought me peace, we worked together to start a program. Hopefully, the animals would help the ladies heal like they did for me.

      No one ever realized was how hard it was to work in a shelter. The way the animals came to us, the lack of funds, the ones that didn’t find homes…it got to even the strongest volunteers after a while. I went through a lot of people. Forever Home was a no-kill shelter, but that also meant if I didn’t have places for the animals, I couldn’t take them. I had nightmares thinking about the ones I turned away. I had to focus on the good we did at Forever Home. If I let myself dwell on the bad stuff that went along with it, all my progress could be lost. The shelter gave me purpose. These animals needed me to have my shit together.

      So far, Kiera and Lyssie were working out. I hoped tonight was the most traumatic thing they’d have to see, but I learned long ago never to say never. I worried about them tonight, but they pulled through, getting the dogs out of the ring and into the shelter. Unfortunately I had enough experience with trauma to know there was an off switch. Survival instinct. And the ill effects didn’t always rear their heads right away.

      “Ready to get them cleaned up?” I asked. The ladies nodded, rolling their sleeves up as they followed me into the common area. This would be the real test, when they got up close and personal with the dogs and saw what had actually happened to them. Once we got beyond the matted fur, there was no telling what we’d find.

      Kiera turned on the hose, and Lyssie got on her knees, urging two of the dogs to come forward as the tubs filled with warm water. We could only wash them two at a time.

      I kneeled beside the tub, helping the first dog into the water. One of them hopped, protecting a lame paw. Their heads were bowed, but they were trusting and thankful. I’d expected fear and possibly more fighting. There was no telling how long the fights had been their reality. They wanted something better. I’d thought they were huskies, but up close it looked like they might be mixed with some sort of Shepherd. Even half-starved, they were big. Two clear leaders had already emerged from the group. Larger and more confident than the others, they moved first, deciding they could trust Lyssie. The others fell into line behind them.

      The blue-eyed one broke away from the pack and made a beeline for me, giving me big, wet kisses. He managed to make me laugh on such a terrible night. I rubbed his ears, careful not to be too rough. His eyes followed my every move. Even though they were filled with respect, they haunted me. Something about them was too human.

      The dog stepped intp the tub, shaking.

      “It’s okay. This is going to feel good,” I assured him as I turned the hose on. He whimpered when the warm water hit his body. I lathered him gently, not applying too much pressure to his skin. The vet couldn’t come until morning, and I didn’t want to aggravate any injuries. With a soft touch, I combed out the burls in his coat. The whole time I bathed him, he pressed against my body as much as he could. Even after everything that happened to him, he still was able to trust. He wanted my love.

      I hoped Randy had Ryker on the floor of his jail cell with a foot to the balls. That guy was an asshole to stand behind in the coffee line. Why was I surprised that he could do something like this?

      This was why I liked animals so much better than people. Their love was unconditional and they were always willing to take another chance.

      Lyssie took over for me so I could check the dogs’ skin now that we’d washed away the filth. They had lacerations from the chains and bite marks. No signs of infection. Now that their fur was clean, it changed from brown to gray and black with white streaks, darker in some places. The brown-eyed dogs had reddish coats. All of them had a look in their eye that chilled my soul. They’d seen too much.

      The first dog refused to leave my side. I toweled him off and he leaned on me after he shook out his clean coat. Not afraid, territorial.

      “That felt good, I bet.” I tapped his nose, and I already knew he was the one I’d bring home as my foster. You can’t keep them all, I reminded myself. You need to find this one a home.

      “Think they’ll be okay for the night? Is there anything else we can do?” Kiera asked. We were wet, filthy, and exhausted. We still had our resident animals to take care of, most of whom we’d roused with our late-night arrivals. Hopefully everyone would sleep in tomorrow.

      “Go home. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

      We ushered the dogs into their crates. Each one had a blanket, food, and water.

      “Are you leaving?” Lyssie asked.

      “No. I can sleep on the couch.” My new friend refused to leave my side. He curled up on the rug in front of the couch, settling with a sigh. He didn’t put his head down right away.

      He wanted to protect me.

      “You need to go home too, Trina.” Kiera gave a last-ditch attempt to get me to leave.

      I reached down and patted the dog’s head. “I am home.”
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      This vet hated me and I had no idea why. I had a pretty high outstanding bill, but that shouldn’t have made a difference. If she truly loved animals, she wouldn’t complain so much about helping the ones who needed her the most.

      She came late, no apologies, but had found the time to stop for coffee.

      “I heard about last night’s dog fight.” She sighed as she opened her bag. “Everyone in town knows way too much about it.”

      “The place was packed.” I shuddered at the memory.

      “They’re all in an uproar. Turning against each other for being there and ratting each other out.”

      “Good. Couldn’t happen to a nicer group of people.” I opened the latches on the dog’s crates and motioned to them to get out. “I don’t know what’s going internally, but I think they’ll heal from the external injuries. A couple good meals won’t hurt.” My blue-eyed friend came to my side and I roughed the fur on his head.

      “Don’t forget, you rely on those people for donations.” She looked up at me as she sank down to examine the first dog. I wanted to smack her. She had a way of making me feel like gum on the bottom of her shoe every time she came here. I didn’t understand why she’d chosen to be a vet. She had about as much compassion as Ryker. “You can’t pay everyone with goodwill and the best intentions.”

      “Who are you more concerned with, these dogs or your bank account?” I wished there was someone else I could call besides this woman. We were too far out of the city to get those vets to do house calls.

      “I think that answer is obvious.”

      Yeah, it was. I didn’t respond, not wanting her here a second longer than she needed to be. Give me the diagnosis, the script, and don’t let the door hit your ass on the way out.

      She took the stethoscope away from her ears. “These aren’t dogs. They’re wolves.”

      Holy shit.
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      Shadow

      Broken glass shattering across the lobby woke up everyone in the shelter.

      “What the fuck?” Major said, throwing himself against the bars of his crate. Even over the cacophony in the shelter, the destruction continued. The attacker had a steady rhythm, cracking his weapon into anything that got in his way. Wood split, and metal took a beating.

      “It’s Ryker’s thugs,” I replied. I couldn’t see them, but there was no mistaking one thing. “I can smell them.”

      Evil had a very distinct stench, like acid burning my nostrils. Stuck in these crates, there was nothing any of us could do to stop them.

      Ryker’s guys were only interested in sending a message. This time, anyway.

      Even after she’d found out we were wolves, she kept us. Said she couldn’t set us free until we were well enough to survive. There was no bigger target in Sawtooth than a sick wolf.

      “Fucking cowards,” Baron growled, his nose pushed against the wires. “Attacking the shelter when it’s us he wants.”

      “Trina put him in jail,” I reminded him.

      “When we get out of here, it goes without saying that this asshole needs to get his,” Dallas added. “Both of our packs have taken hits. We should work together.”

      Major locked gazes with me. He never hesitated to point out how weak he thought I was.. We had different styles, and mine included letting my brothers be a vital part of my team. Now all Major had was X, who hadn’t uttered a word during the attack. But he’d get the job done, whatever was asked, and never look back.

      “It’s a good idea.” I didn’t back down from his challenge. “We run in different circles, and we’ll get different intel. No one will ever expect us to be working together.”

      “There can only be one leader.” Major’s version of a yes.

      “I know.” I narrowed my eyes at him. “We’ll see which one of us that is.”
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      “Holy shit!” Kiera dropped her coffee cup, the first one in what used to be the door. “What the hell happened in here?”

      “Check the animals!” Trina ran through the room. “Make sure everyone’s okay.”

      Our crates occupied the front room, and the shelter was at full capacity. The other animals barked and cried for the humans, alerting them to the attack.

      “Why would anyone do this?” Lyssie hung back. Something told me this wasn’t the first time she’d dealt with senseless violence. “It’s an animal shelter.”

      “We pissed someone off.” Kiera emerged from the crate room. “Everyone looks good on my side. Spooked, but no one’s hurt.”

      “Yeah, everyone’s good over here, too.” Trina stopped in the middle of our crates. “I’ve had some pushback in town since the dog fight. They told me to not ‘shit where I eat’ and other charming things.”

      “We had that flat tire when we left work the day after the rescue,” Lyssie added, wrapping her arms around her waist. “I didn’t think anything of it, but now it doesn’t seem like such a coincidence.”

      “I need to call Randy.” Trina sighed as she opened our crates. “Think of anything else unusual that you’ve seen since that night. He needs to know everything, just in case it adds up to something. If anyone’s looked at you sideways, speak up. This isn’t the time to keep quiet. We can do this. It will be hard, but no one will intimidate us out of doing the right thing for these animals.”

      It killed me that we were putting the ladies in danger by being here. If I were human, I’d insist they walk away from us. They had no idea what Ryker was capable of. His bite was much worse than his bark.

      But if I was human, I could protect them.

      The girls busted their asses cleaning up the front room, trying to get everything back to normal. They swept up broken glass, boarded broken windows, and fixed whatever they could. No one came to help them. Didn’t shock me. Trina called the police department, but the other ladies barely said a word as they worked. That wasn’t a big surprise, either.

      I hadn’t been familiar with the shelter before I became one of its guests. I spent as little time in Granger Falls as possible. I was kicking myself, knowing a beauty like Trina was here all along. Sawtooth wolves never mated with human females. We had no problem showing them a good time, but when the party ended, so did our contact. Even if I’d met Trina before we’d been captured, there was no way she would’ve been more than a one-night stand.

      Six months in captivity was enough to change the thinking of this wolf. She-wolves in our generation had been sold to the highest bidder. Kept in a completely different kind of captivity, they were treated like rare jewels, closely guarded and shown off by those who could afford them. It was a cruel joke, the way the packs would flaunt the pretty little girls in front of us and we’d get our asses kicked if we tried to play with them. They’d laugh at us. Boys weren’t special, especially in the working class. There were so many of us because our parents would keep trying for a girl until they couldn’t any longer. The payday was worth it.

      Rich wolves didn’t have to worry about much. They’d been better at acclimating to their human side. They had money, women, and didn’t concern themselves with the politics or bloodshed of the working class. The rich may have the material means to survive, but the rest of us relied on strength and street smarts. The rich could keep their money, it didn’t buy happiness. Freedom had a high cost, but anyone could enjoy it.

      I wanted a mate.

      I wanted to be a part of my pack’s legacy, and I wouldn’t let this be the end of a proud journey.

      Dallas was smart when he suggested teaming up with the Lowes. I couldn’t follow Major’s lead and sleep at night, and I wanted Trina. I had to prove myself as alpha to have her. We’d never had an alpha without a mate, until now.

      And I would have her.

      “You won’t leave my side, will you?” Trina planted a kiss on my head once everything was back to as normal as it was going to be today. She looked exhausted. I hated that we couldn’t do anything to help her. These ladies weren’t helpless by a long shot, but every little bit helped.

      One more week until the full moon. One more week until I could earn my keep, and one more week until my kisses could be more than a tongue bath.

      “You’re like my shadow,” she added.

      She had no idea that was actually my name. I pressed against her. Soon I’d be able to wrap my arms around her and lose myself in that apple pie scent that made me crave much more than dessert.

      “Fucking kiss ass. All you Channings, trying to make nice with the shelter girls,” Major growled, nipping at my neck. I barked, knocking him down on the ground and rolling around. No way. He wouldn’t shame me away from Trina. There were five of us and three women here. He was smart enough to do the math. And he was thirty-five with no mate, more math he couldn’t ignore if he wanted to be considered a leader. “That’s not going to do shit for you. We’re nothing but trouble for them. And when she comes in the morning after the full moon and finds five naked men in dog crates, she won’t think you’re so cute anymore. She’ll run away from you screaming.”

      “I want her to trust us.” I was snout to snout with Major, my breath had a rough edge that wasn’t quite a growl. Every day we got stronger, and every day he pissed me off a little more. “So when that happens, she won’t freak out. She’s a target for Ryker now, too. As alpha—"

      “What the fuck do you know about being an alpha?” Major nudged me.

      I ignored him. “As alpha, I’ll protect her. We got her into this mess, we’re getting her out of it. She’s struggling to take care of us. No one’s helping her with donations, they’re just dropping off their problems. I’ll solve them.”

      “How noble,” Major scoffed. “You can make out with your new human girlfriend while I rip Ryker to shreds. That’s how you solve problems.”

      I dove at Major’s neck. He didn’t know how to listen to reason, violence was the only equalizer for him. He’d get this message.

      “Boys!” Trina cried. She rushed at us, balancing a kitten in one hand with a bottle under her arm. She stopped between us, glaring at Major. “Enough! Or I’ll put you back in your crates.”

      “I don’t know how we’ll pull this off, Shadow.” Baron pushed between me and Major. He’d been cozying up to Kiera, the short-haired volunteer who looked like she’d been an athlete, all week. Major nipped at him, but he shrugged it off. “We all should’ve run that night. Shea was smart. She’ll lose her mind when we shift.”

      Maybe we should have. We’d gone from one jail to another, and we weren’t helping anyone here. Yet no one was looking to escape Forever Home.

      “Shea ran off because of what he did to Archer,” Dallas grumbled, licking his paw and glaring at Major. But he didn’t leave Lyssie’s side. Of my remaining brothers, Dallas would hold a grudge much longer than Baron. Baron would do anything to find a peaceful solution to this mess.

      “Another thing that needs to be fixed when we’re out of here.” I lunged at Major one more time. “Shea needs to pay for what he did to my brother.”

      “He did his job.” Major didn’t back down. “You would’ve done the same thing in the ring that night. You said it yourself. And you planned to do the same fucking thing to me. Were you looking for a bounty on your head? Because we all have one now, with Ryker on a rampage. There’s no time to play nice, Shadow.”

      I turned away. Fuck him. Blending the packs together didn’t take Shea off my shit list.

      But Major was right about Trina. There was no telling how she’d react to our shift. Anyone who’d spent enough time in Idaho knew the werewolf legends. Some of the older townspeople referred to us as karma; we took care of problems they couldn’t. Unless it was the Lowe pack, who created more. But none of those townspeople had ever seen us in action.

      It didn’t surprise me that the Lowes didn’t try to bond with the ladies. It wasn’t their style. They had a different idea of freedom than my brothers and I did.

      Trina didn’t treat us like wild animals. She had more respect for us than some of the Sawtooth wolves—especially Ryker, the she-wolves, and their mates. We were never handed anything. I wasn’t whining about it, but it was exhausting. It was a relief to stop fighting, even if it was only until the full moon. Even though she talked to every one of her guests—that was what she called all the animals who were staying with her at Forever Home—like she would call a friend, it felt personal. She meant every word she said. There was no bullshit with Trina.

      If only she was a wolf. But then I’d never have her. I couldn’t win, either way. It hadn’t bothered me as much before the capture. Now I realized that my time came with an expiration date.

      She saved our lives, and I’d do anything for her. At first it was a matter of principle. Then she became a daydream. A pretty face to make me stop thinking of the horror of the last six months. Otherwise, every thought turned toward revenge. Without Trina, I’d become as bloodthirsty as Major.

      The longer we stayed here, the more my thoughts became an obsession. Trina made me want more and realize how much I didn’t have without a mate. Even in the week we’d been here, I picked up on her quirks, like singing off-key to the country music station as she cleaned cages, whistling with the birds as she did her paperwork. And how quickly her happiness faded into something much darker, something troubling. She always came back around to the animals, relying on us for strength when she couldn’t do it all on her own.

      Trina needed more, too.

      “Oh my goodness, what happened here?” A young woman poked her head around the battered doorway, a poodle whimpering in her arms.

      “We’re renovating.” Trina plastered a phony smile on her face. The other volunteers scattered. Trina was their alpha. A woman like her would make me stronger. She’d make our pack stronger. “What can I help you with?”

      “Oh.” The woman was too polite to call bullshit out loud. “This is my grandmother’s dog. Or was. My grandmother died.”

      “I’m so sorry to hear that.”

      The visitor took a deep breath before continuing. “None of us can take care of Candy, that’s this little girl. I live in a dorm, and my mother has her hands full already. I’m sure there’s a family out there that would love to have her. Or maybe another older lady. She’s a really good dog.”

      Trina walked over to the woman and patted Candy on the head, murmuring something to her. “I can tell. Right now, I’m at capacity. I have a couple of adoption appointments lined up this week. I can take your name and number, and when something opens up, I can let you know? That’s the best I can do.”

      “Okay.” The woman’s face fell. “We won’t be in Granger Falls all that long, and I don’t know where else to bring her. Is there anyone else who can take her?”

      “We’re the only shelter in town.” Trina sighed, the smile fading. She fidgeted, like if she kept moving there would be some way to make room for this dog. “I’ll make some calls to area shelters, but a lot of the no-kills are in the same boat we are.”

      “She’s a good dog,” the woman repeated. “I really want her to find a nice home.”

      “I know. Me too.”

      Trina slammed her fist against the newly laid plywood and dissolved into tears when Candy and the woman left. She did this a lot, when an adoption appointment didn’t result in a placement or she couldn’t take a new guest.

      In a week, she’d have five more spaces. We couldn’t fuck this up. It wasn’t just our lives on the line.

      I stayed at Trina’s heels when she put the kittens back in their pen.

      “Careful,” she said to me when I put my nose too close to the bars. She absentmindedly dropped her hand into my fur. My coat was so much fuller already. Shifters healed fast. We’d all gained weight and I almost felt like my old self. “I think tonight’s the night. I’m bringing you home with me. We need to make room in here.”

      Major pushed against the front of his crate. “How’d you convince your girlfriend to take you out on a date?”

      “Don’t question it,” I huffed at him. “It’s the first step in getting out of here.”

      The other wolves whined from their crates as I followed Trina to the door. We were starving for freedom.

      “It will be your turn soon, I promise,” Trina called over her shoulder, trying to calm everyone down. “I only have room for one right now.”

      Trina led me to her pickup truck. Primer black and battered, it didn’t start the first time she turned over the engine.

      “Frigging hunk of junk.” She slammed her fist against the steering wheel. It worked, the truck started on the next try. She looked at me and smiled. Her hair almost looked blonde in the fading afternoon sun. I often wondered what she’d look like as a wolf, with a golden coat and green eyes. Gorgeous. “What a day. I haven’t even given you a name. You’ve got such beautiful gray fur. Smoky? No, that’s not right. But it works for now.”

      In six days, I’d be able to tell her my name and so much more. If she’d listen. Maybe I should run, if I had the chance, so Trina wouldn’t. After six months, our shifts could be messy. If we shifted at all. We’d all be strong enough for the metamorphosis this month, but none of us had ever remained wolf this long. It couldn’t be without side effects.

      She drove to a small log cabin on the edge of the forest. Damp earth and tree sap flooded my nostrils. I could run right into the forest and she’d never be able to catch me. I’d be free.

      If I did that, I’d never see
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