
  
    [image: Sawtooth Shifters Box Set Volume Two]
  


  
    
      SAWTOOTH SHIFTERS BOX SET VOLUME TWO

    

    
      
        KRISTEN STRASSEL

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Kristen Strassel]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      All rights reserved.

      

      This is a work of fiction. Likenesses to any people, living or dead, is purely coincidental. This ebook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This ebook may not be resold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please do so through your retailer’s “lend” function. If you’re reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then please return it and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author. To obtain permission to excerpt portions of the text, please contact the author at kristen@kristenstrassel.com

      

      Sawtooth Shifters Box Set Volume Two Copyright 2020, Kristen Strassel

      Includes “Her Christmas Wolf”, “Her Spellbound Wolf”, and “Her Fated Wolf”, published 2018

      Cover Design by Sotia Lazu

      Originally published as “Celebrate Me”, “Shelter Me”, and “Complete Me” in 2015.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Her Christmas Wolf

      

    

    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        The Shift

      

      
        Her Spellbound Wolf

      

      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Her Fated Wolf

      

      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Epilogue

      

      
        The Wolf of Christmas Past

      

    

    
      
        Also by Kristen Strassel

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            HER CHRISTMAS WOLF

          

        

      

    

    
      Her Christmas Wolf

      They told me working at Forever Home animal shelter would be a safe place for me to heal.

      But it doesn’t feel safe. Not yet. The people who work here are trying to help me, but I can’t tell them why I’m scared.

      I haven’t spoken in years.

      Then Shea Lowe comes in. They tell him to stay away from me, but he doesn’t listen. He’s the type of guy who does what feels right, no matter what anyone else thinks.

      And he understands me. The two of us share something that I can’t explain.

      But he can. This wolf shifter says I’m his fated mate.

      He wants to show me what Christmas can really be like. With family and presents and kisses under the mistletoe.

      With Shea, I feel safe. To learn, to grow. To live. And to love.

      He’s given me my voice back.

      But when I learn about Shea’s past, I might be silenced for good.
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      Shea

      “Don’t even think about it.” Trina, my new boss, glared at me. She’d been on my case all week. Trina hated my guts. When we met, I was in the process of killing someone. Didn’t make the best first impression.

      Nothing a little hard work couldn’t fix. I might be an asshole, but I was an asshole Trina needed desperately. As soon as she announced plans to expand her animal shelter, Forever Home, to include livestock, she had a line of animals needing good homes. She couldn’t say no to the animals, and in turn, couldn’t say no when I asked for a job.

      This had to work, for both of us. And it would, as long as I kept my mouth shut. And she didn’t tell me what to do.

      “Think about what?” I knew exactly what she was talking about, and I didn’t like it.

      “Delaney.” Trina motioned to the person on the couch. I’d never seen her before today. She hugged her knees to her chest. Curly blonde hair shielded her face, and I didn’t need to see her expression to know she was terrified. “She just got here and hasn’t settled in yet.”

      “No shit. So the best way to make her feel welcome is to ignore her.” I’d been given heads up about the ladies who worked at Forever Home from Shadow. He was the new pack alpha and Trina’s mate--if wolves could actually mate with humans.

      And I killed Shadow’s brother. As far as Shadow was concerned, I was on a need-to-know basis. Good for me that I knew something that no one else around here did—how to care for livestock.

      I ignored Trina, approaching Delaney. I knelt in front of her to introduce myself. Maybe she didn’t feel welcome. Join the club. Trina had barked orders at me the minute I walked in. Not exactly a ‘Welcome to Forever Home’ banner and red carpet.

      Delaney put her head down on her knees, trembling, hair falling over her legs like a veil.

      Didn’t expect that.

      She was fucking terrified. It went way beyond Trina not knowing how to drive the welcome wagon, and it broke my heart. The only good thing about that is it confirmed I still had one.

      I looked to Trina for guidance. She had to know something about this woman. She motioned for me to follow her. I glanced back at Delaney, not ready to walk away from her. She stayed in the knot she tied herself in, even after I left.

      Trina leaned against the outside wall of the shelter and took a deep breath.

      “I have no idea what to do with her.” She looked back to the door, but no one had followed us. Her eyes were glassy. “It’s never been like this before. I’m not sure what you know about us here—"

      “Shadow told me a little bit.” I made it easier on her. I couldn’t handle it when a woman cried.

      Shadow and I’d never gotten along, and I didn’t need new friends. Just a springboard to a paying job. He’d taken me aside and warned me to be careful. Everyone who worked here had come as part of their recovery process. I knew about being an outcast, so I’d fit right in. As soon as my coworkers stopped looking at me like a pariah.

      Trina relaxed, the corners of her mouth turning up slightly. Thank God she didn’t cry.

      “Okay. Good. We’re all here from a place called CAST. It’s the Center for Anxiety and Stress Therapy. I wound up there after a car accident that killed my fiancé. Before CAST, I was like that,” she said, pointing at the door towards Delaney. Whimpering sounds came from inside. “Completely catatonic. The animals were the only thing that helped me. Anyway, all of us had some pretty serious shit happen. But Delaney… all I know is that she was severely abused. She doesn’t talk. She came to my house this weekend, and she was like that most of the time. Curled up in a ball. Won’t even look at any of us.”

      “Because she’s scared out of her mind. I’d think you, of all people would understand that,” I said. Trina better make her point quick because she was pissing me off.

      “I do. I know what was going on in my head when I was like that, and it wasn’t good. But no one could force me out of it. I want to help her, and I plan on it. It’s horrifying, because sometimes it would be really easy for me to go back to that place. When the other girls came to me, they were further along in their recovery. None of us know what to do for her. We want her to feel comfortable, without alienating her more.” Trina rubbed her hands against her bare arms. She’d come outside without putting on a jacket, and a sharp December breeze whipped through the parking lot.

      “What makes you qualified to help her? That it happened to you?” I rolled my eyes.

      “I volunteered because CAST didn’t know what to do for her. What if they gave up and sent her back to where she came from?” Trina shuddered. “I wanted to help. All I know about you, Shea, is that you’re a loose cannon with a short temper. I don’t know Delaney yet, but I protect my girls. This needs to be a safe place for everyone.”

      I’d argue with her assessment of me, but she nailed it.

      “I don’t like it when people make up their minds about me before they’ve given me a chance. I’d be willing to bet you don’t like it when it happens to you, Trina.” I paused, and she shook her head. “Maybe I’m not such an asshole. You met me at the absolute lowest time of my life. I did what I needed to do to survive. If it wasn’t Archer who died, it would’ve been me. I’m not perfect and I don’t claim to be. But you know what? I bet Delaney would agree with us. That looks pretty close to rock bottom to me. She’s hanging on, trying to get through it.”

      “I look at you and I can still feel Archer take his last breath in my arms.” Trina shook her head, her voice cracked. She’d rescued all of us from a dogfighting ring. My family and the Channing pack had been imprisoned in our wolf form, and it was kill or be killed. She’d been too late for Archer. “If we do the wrong thing with Delaney, we might not be able to undo it. I’ve been through this before. I know you’re trying to help but follow my lead. Please.”

      Trina headed up the stairs, her hand on the doorknob, waiting for my answer, or apology, or something. At one point I would’ve told her to take her job and shove it up her ass, but the fights changed all of us. For the first time in a long time, I cared about someone besides myself.

      Delaney.

      She needed someone to fight for her.

      “I’ll try.” It was the best I could do. My brother Xavier waited for me in his truck, my ride for the barn. He could wait a few more minutes. I went back into the shelter. I had to see Delaney one more time, but I’d never tell Trina why.

      Trina smiled. “Good. I’m actually glad you’re here, Shea. The barn is in amazing shape already. I want this to work. For all of us.”

      I sat beside Delaney on the couch but she didn’t notice, because she was trembling even harder now. It resonated deep inside me. She was braver than me, letting her fear out. I kept mine buried deep inside. I’d done so many shitty things to shield it, and I never knew what was coming next. I was caught in a culture I’d helped create and grown to hate. Fighting, blood, fear, uncertainty. Chaos. For now it sustained my brothers and I, but at some point, it would be our downfall. We’d be the weak, relying on someone to take care of us. Would they?

      Delaney and I weren’t that different.
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      Delaney

      They said they were bringing me to a place that would help me. And it was full of cages.

      “Sorry I didn’t have a chance to give you the tour earlier. Shea has a way of taking over things. So here’s where we bunk the guests,” Trina said. I’d spent the weekend at her house, but I didn’t know her yet. She could grab me and shove me in a crate, lock the door and forget about me. “That’s how I like to think of everyone here. We’re honored to have them and want to find them the best people for them. We let them...”

      She realized I wasn’t there anymore. I didn’t know where to go. I didn’t know where I was, besides a place called Forever Home, someplace in Idaho. If I ran, I might not get another chance. That’s what this was. A chance. So far, it didn’t look too different from what got me here in the first place.

      I couldn’t go back in a cage.

      “Delaney?” Trina sat next to me on the couch. She put her hand on my arm and I flinched. She was trying to help, I knew it. If only I could tell her. “Did I do something wrong?” she asked.

      I wanted to say something. On the inside, I was screaming. But I had no voice. I never had.

      The wrong thing could land me back in one of those cages. Trina seemed so nice, but I’d met nice before. It never lasted. Nice was an illusion that masked the ugly things inside. A way to get inside and strike. I’d been nice once. The ugly things inside made me weak, and got me locked in a cage.

      Believe me, I was frustrated too. I wanted to be like the people around me more than anything. I watched them like I watched TV; there was a glass wall between us. On the inside, I banged my fist against the glass, but I could never make anyone hear me. Eventually they all turned on me, frustrated when they couldn’t magically make me normal.

      I did what I always did—curled my knees into my chest and hugged them tight. I couldn’t look at those cages anymore. I put my head down and pretended to be someplace else.

      “Okay,” Trina continued. “I don’t know what happened to you, Delaney. But I want you to know that when I went to CAST, I was a complete mess. I couldn’t take care of myself, and worse, I didn’t want to. You can do that, so you’re a step ahead of where I was. You eat, sleep, shower… It sounds crazy, I know, but those were huge steps for me. All of us, Kiera and Lyssie too, came from CAST. When and if you’re ready to talk, we’ll listen. No matter how you do it. And we don’t judge.”

      Maybe this time was going to be different. I lifted my head and looked at Trina. Her eyes widened in surprise, and she smiled. She lifted her hand like she wanted to touch me again, but thankfully, she didn’t.

      “The animals really helped me,” she said fast, like she expected to lose me at any time. “They’ve gone through some serious shit, too. I hope you don’t mind I swear. Sometimes it sounds like a men’s locker room in here. Shadow, my boyfriend… I’ll tell you about him later. Anyway, the animals depend on us to take care of them. They have to learn to trust again, some for the first time. The awesome thing is they love us. And they let us love them. They don’t care what’s wrong. They see the good, no matter how deep we’ve buried it. I’ve learned a lot about myself here, and I hope you will, too.”

      Trina got up and grabbed something from her desk. She placed a notebook and a pen beside me. “They told me you love to read, and that you have written communication. If you have anything you need to tell me, no matter what, write it down. Or draw it. I hear you’re a pretty talented artist. Remember, this is a no-judgment zone.”

      I reached for the notebook and opened it to the first page. Trina’s eyes lit up. She’d probably expected me to ignore it. My pen strokes wobbled, it would be a while before my hands stopped shaking. My first note was simple. I tore the page out and handed it to Trina.

      Thank you.

      “You’re welcome.” Trina held the paper against her chest as she stood up. “Watch and see how our day goes. If you have any questions, write me a note. Or if you decide you want to give us a hand, that’s great, too. But everything when you’re ready. We’re happy to have you here, Delaney.”

      I nodded. I wanted to be happy here. Not that I really knew what that was, besides what I saw of other people. Their huge, carefree smiles. To me, happy meant not hurting. Trina understood. All the doctors, social workers, and foster parents that had been assigned to me hadn’t been through anything like this. They didn’t know what to do with me, and I couldn’t tell them. Studying about it in a book was different than living it. Trina knew there wasn’t some magic formula that would fix me. She seemed to know what to expect. I needed to find the words to tell her how much I appreciated that.

      Words were scary. They could be used against me.

      But first I had to figure out how to tell her that I couldn’t stay here. With the cages.

      I preferred to draw in pencil. It was easier to add shading and detail, and erase mistakes before anyone had a chance to point them out. This wouldn’t be my best work. I drew myself first, making my hair crazy and omitting my glasses on purpose. I kept my body in stick form, hoping Trina would understand what I meant to portray. That I’d been fragile and hungry. I didn’t need to look at the rows of crates in front of me to draw a perfect rendition of one. Without my glasses, I hadn’t been able to see my cage clearly, but I’d never forget how cold the wire felt against my bare, abraded skin, or how I couldn’t sit upright or straighten my body completely in the small space. Drawing the bars in front of my face felt like cancelling myself out. I couldn’t draw a straight line again--I was back in the cage, nothing but white noise and fear in front of me.

      I dropped the notebook on the floor and curled back into a ball. A dog came over and picked the notebook up in his mouth.

      “Hey,” one of the other ladies said, gently wrestling the paper away from the dog. “That’s not yours.”

      While I drew, the workers had let the animals out of the crates. A cat jumped on the couch, rubbing against me and sniffing. I’d never been this close to animals before and didn’t know what to do.

      The woman sat beside me. “I’m Kiera. I know Trina introduced you to both of us, but I can never remember anyone’s name when I meet a bunch of people. Having a new person here is cause for celebration. We celebrate everything with cupcakes. And lattes. I suggest the peppermint white chocolate latte, they only make them at Christmas. It’s so good with the chocolate cupcakes with vanilla filling. Can I get that for you?”

      My stomach growled at the suggestion. I’d barely eaten since I arrived at Trina’s house. I nodded.

      “Can I look at your picture?” Kiera asked. She glanced at it before I had a chance to respond. Her mouth fell open. She looked back up at me, wide-eyed, and I nodded. “Oh.”

      I took the notebook back, and tapped the pen against the drawing, over my face. It wasn’t the same as getting hit and kicked, but it got my message across. Kiera’s eyes darted from the paper to me, and I nodded again.

      “Holy crap.” She jumped up and started pacing. “Listen, I’m not a hugger, and I have a feeling you aren’t, either. But why the hell did they send you here?”

      I flipped the page and wrote the words that would break my heart.

      I can’t stay.

      The metallic squeal of the cage doors made me want to vomit, the click-click of the animals leaving their cages reminding me of my own overgrown nails. I could feel them, then sensation just before they bent back and snapped away. Tonight all the animals would have to be locked behind those bars, and I’d lose it if I watched them get shoved in there. I couldn’t look at their faces peeking out from the bars, begging to be let free.

      Panic hit me like a bullet to the chest. My heart felt like it was going to explode. The fear radiated through my body, a painful tingle that paralyzed me. It took everything I had to get my knees back in my chest. With my head down like this, I had some shelter from whatever came next. I saw myself in those cages. I was bigger now, too big for the cage, but it didn’t matter. I never fit in there.

      “Trina,” Kiera called. “She’s hyperventilating. What should we do?”

      Heavy, rushed footsteps stopped in front of me. I flinched, wishing I could make myself invisible.

      “I’m not sure,” Trina said sadly. “What happened?”

      I peeked up to see her kneel in front of me, frowning.

      She put her hand on my leg and I jumped, scrambling away from her. What if she put me in one of the cages? And even worse, what would happen would she pulled me back out? I struggled, trying to breathe.

      Trina didn’t come after me, or grab me again. The three ladies stared at me, wide-eyed, like my dread left a bitter aftertaste on their tongues.

      “She’s going to pass out.” The other worker, Lyssie, approached me. Maybe she was the one who’d do it. A wave of nausea passed over me, but I held it in. If I could talk, I’d tell them to stay the hell away from me. They were making it worse.

      “Fuck.” Trina got up and ran to her desk. She came back to me with the same urgency. “I have her medication. Someone get her a glass of water.”

      Kiera moved as quickly as Trina, coming back with the glass. She held it in front of me, Trina did the same—a pill in her open palm. I stared at both of them, unable to move. I knew that was my medication, but I had to convince myself it wasn’t a trick. I’d been tricked before.

      And the cages…

      I dropped the pill when I took it from Trina. My hands shook too much. She dropped the next one onto my tongue. Kiera held the glass while I drank from it. It had been a long time since I’d been paralyzed to the point of helplessness by my fear. It was a place I never wanted to visit again.

      My breathing steadied, and the ladies finally exhaled when I stretched out. My muscles screamed in pain, still holding on to the terror.

      “Feeling a little better?” Trina asked.

      I nodded.

      “Panic attacks are the worst. I feel like my body gets taken over by an alien. Can you tell us what made it happen?”

      “Look at the picture. And the note,” Kiera answered for me.

      Everyone was quiet too long.

      “Holy shit,” Trina murmured. “I’m so sorry. I had no idea, Delaney. No one at CAST told me. We’ll get you out of here, but I’ll figure out a way for you to stay with us. If that’s what you want. I won’t give up on you.”

      “Please stay with us,” Kiera said when I handed the glass back to her. “Trust me. I know that’s not something you do easily. Neither do I. I thought this place was a joke, but I’m so much better for being here. Baron, my boyfriend…shit, I can’t tell you about him yet, it’ll freak you out. But give us a chance. I’ll talk to Trina. Maybe you can work at the barn. There aren’t any cages there.”

      She knelt down in front of me, taking the cat who’d settled in the crook of my bent legs and putting him over her shoulder. “And let me tell you something, no one will hurt you here. God help them if they try. They’ll have to answer to me, Trina, Lyssie, and a whole pack of overprotective guys who like to see the ladies of Forever Home happy. I know you’ve probably heard a ton of empty promises, and had your heart broken more times than you can count. It’s going to be different this time. I know you don’t know me, but I don’t bullshit anyone. I promise.”

      Maybe I could try. Especially if there was a barn. I smiled and nodded once again. I wanted to trust these girls. They got it.

      Kiera squeezed my foot. “Awesome. I’ll be right back with coffee and cupcakes.”
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      Shea

      Trina’s jaw dropped when I got out of the truck in front of the shelter. X waited for me in the truck. I braced myself for a ration of bullshit; she asked me to meet Shadow at the barn from now on, probably to avoid this moment.

      Sorry, Trina. You may have pussy whipped one wolf, but his name ain’t Shea Lowe.

      “I know, I’m not following your instructions. X will bring me to the barn. But I want to talk to you,” I said quickly, walking toward her. I wasn’t going to give her a chance to cut me off. “She’s haunting me.”

      My mind flashed between images of Delaney rolled in a ball, and me and my brothers in chains. We’d been kept in captivity and only freed to fight each other. They were one and the same, she was trapped in her own Hell.

      “Delaney?” Trina’s expression softened, and I could swear she wanted to smile. Not what I expected. Maybe she wouldn’t send me packing. “Good. Well, you know what I mean. I want to talk to you about her. Can X wait a minute?”

      “Yeah.” I held a finger up and X cut the engine. I followed Trina up the stairs. “Every time I close my eyes, I see her. All I can think of is her rolled in a ball, hiding from us.”

      “I think you’ll be pleasantly surprised when you see her. But let’s talk out here first.” Trina stopped in the doorway. “We got her to open up a little. She drew a picture for Kiera that kept me up last night. Basically, she can’t stay here, at the shelter. But we still think we can help her.”

      “What happened? What do you mean?” Rage bubbled in my veins. I knew it was some serious shit, and I was about to find out what. And Trina better have a damn good reason for sending her away.

      I wouldn’t let that happen. I’d never felt so irrationally protective of any woman in my life. A human.

      If I brought a human woman home, my brother Major would flip his shit.

      Trina took a deep breath. “We think she was kept in a cage.”

      If Trina had kicked me in the gut, it would’ve had the same effect. I couldn’t breathe. “What the fuck?”

      “Right? I’ve been sick ever since I saw the picture. She can’t work at the shelter. How they agreed to bring her here is beyond me. She freaked out yesterday when she told us. It was scary, Shea. For all of us. I think she should stay with us. I can’t bring her back to CAST, they let her come here when that happened to her. I’m hoping that things might be easier for her at the barn. She could help you with the lighter stuff.”

      “Sounds great.” And the total opposite of what I expected. I came here not expecting Trina to let me see Delaney. I didn’t know what I wanted out of this, but like I said, she haunted me. I couldn’t leave someone like that without fighting for them.

      “I have to make sure that’s what she wants. It’s taking a lot for me to do this. You need to prove to me that I can trust you. Shadow will have an eye on you. Not just at the barn. All the time. That means no fighting. I can’t have Delaney around violence in any capacity.”

      I pushed my lips together. My work with Forever Home was on a volunteer basis, and the only money I pulled in right now came from underground fighting rings around Granger Falls. “She’ll never be around it.”

      “How are you going to explain a black eye or a broken nose to Delaney? What if they come to the barn looking for you? I know how this stuff goes. One lie can ruin everything for her. I’m not letting you do that.”

      “She’s not going to get hurt,” I growled. “But we can’t keep her in a bubble, either. Shit happens. If anyone knows that, it’s her. I won’t patronize her and keep things from her.”

      “If you fuck up, she won’t be the one that leaves, you will. Then you’ll never have one good reference to get a paying ranch job again, because you’ll have blown your last chance. You’ll be an old man, getting your ass kicked for beer money in the ring. Remember that.” Trina held the door open for me and we glared at each other before going inside the shelter.

      Delaney sat on the floor, surrounded by little dogs. She had a basket of tennis balls, and every canine gaze in the room was glued to her. Including mine. She rolled the ball across the room, and the dogs tore off after it, the one who managed to retrieve it so proud to bring it back to her. Her face lit up, cheeks pinked, when she took the ball from the dog and tossed it away again.

      It only took me a second to realize she had her back to the crates. Someday I’d tell her my brothers had been in those very same crates, because Trina had saved them from a dogfighting ring. That sometimes the cages could mean shelter and safety. But first she needed to trust me as a man before the moon turned full. She wasn’t ready for any werewolf shit.

      I sat beside Delaney. “Looks like you have your hands full with a bunch of admirers.”

      She spun to me, eyes wide at the sound of my voice, her lips turning up in a smile, then went back to her game. That wasn’t much of an answer, but light years away from last time.

      “My name’s Shea. I didn’t have a chance to introduce myself yesterday.” I looked over her head to wink at Trina, who probably hadn’t taken a breath since I sat down.

      I loved fucking with Trina. She could totally handle it. She wasn’t afraid to hand us wolves our asses. If she could give it, she needed to take it. I was playing nice because I needed her, but she needed to know she didn’t have me by the balls.

      Delaney turned to me again. I held out my hand, thinking she might shake it. Instead, she dropped the slobber-drenched tennis ball in it.

      Oh, I liked her already. Besides, she was fucking adorable. Her curly blonde hair was pulled back in a loose ponytail, and dark-rimmed glasses protected ice blue eyes.

      No, shove that way down, I told myself. This woman wasn’t ready to look at you yesterday.

      I played a couple rounds of fetch with the dogs. They sniffed at me, able to sense I was one of them. But they kept going back to Delaney. I handed the ball back to her. “They want you.”

      And they weren’t the only ones.

      Shit, this was crazy. I never got attached to women. I knew how to have a good time, don’t get me wrong. My name was interwoven into the legends of Granger Falls forever. My brother Major threw Full Moon Fever parties basically so we could all get laid every month. I’d taken almost every woman in town to the VIP area we called Red Heaven, but I never took them anywhere else. Some of them called me an asshole, but no one had any misconceptions about where they stood.

      Delaney was the only who ever made my head spin. And I liked it.

      “Shea works at the barn,” Trina interjected. “You’ll be working with him, helping him with the horses and the livestock.”

      Delaney looked over to me, and this time she really smiled.

      “We’ll bring you over there, and I’ll hang out for today to make sure you get settled.” Trina stood and reached for her coat. “I’ll bring the notebook, too. If you guys have trouble communicating, you can write notes back and forth.”

      I held my hand out to Delaney, and I wasn’t surprised when she didn’t take it. “I’m shit with words. Do you know sign language?”

      Delaney nodded.

      “Will you teach me?”

      Her mouth opened slightly, and her eyebrows raised. I wondered if anyone had ever asked her that before. She nodded again.

      I was shocked how tiny she was when she stood. She only came up to my chest. “We’re going to make one hell of a team, Delaney.”
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      “What the fuck? Did she give you a spanking or something?” X laughed when I climbed into the truck. “Trina’s not that bad. She just likes things her way.”

      “That’s for sure. And I like things my way.” I cracked the window, cool air hitting me in the face. “They’ve got a new employee. She’ll be working with me at the barn.”

      X side-eyed me. “How’d you manage that?”

      “Long story.” I needed to protect Delaney, and I wasn’t ready to share her story with X. Not until I heard it from her. “But it’s gonna be good.”

      “Is she hot?”

      I squirmed, thinking of that little smile. “Not exactly.”

      “I don’t get it.”

      If I explained what I meant, X would know I had it bad. I wasn’t in the mood for his shit. “I told you, it’s a long story.”

      X grinned. “Dude, you’re into her. Major’s going to be pissed.”

      “Unless Major wants to be my girlfriend, or let me borrow his, he’s gonna have to deal with it.” Major was going to be pissed. Wolves couldn’t mate with humans. Shadow and his brothers were morons to think they could. They’d create a mess that none of them would be able to handle.

      And nothing could happen with Delaney. We were just working together. And she was teaching me sign language.

      Then why the hell couldn’t I think of anything else?

      “I got a call from Jacques. There’s a fight Friday night at The Redheaded Stepchild. Pretty big purse. Some guys from Vegas in town for skiing want to see a fight. Jacques told them he could get the best in Idaho.”

      “How much money?” I told Trina I was going to fight, because it was a part of who I was. And I told Delaney I was shit with words. I needed to fight to get all the things I couldn’t say out of my head. Otherwise, they’d drive me crazy. In a twisted way, fighting brought me peace.

      “A thousand bucks.” X pulled onto Shadow’s property. We’d been imprisoned here, when its former owner held the reins. It would always send a shiver down my spine to set foot on the land. “If you win. Don’t you want to know who you’re fighting?”

      “Tell him I want two. And it doesn’t fucking matter. He wanted the best, he’ll pay for me.” I stepped out of the truck. Trina pulled in next to us, and Delaney peeked around her, waving at me, but then popped back. Cute. Shit. I shouldn’t be messing with this woman. I was a monster. “And I don’t plan on losing.”
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      Delaney

      ‘Selective mutism’ made it sound like a choice. It wasn’t. It was more like a paralysis, an absence of the ability to form words. I hadn’t always been this way. The last thing I remember telling my mother was that I was hungry.

      I’m missing a lot of things, before and after that. My brain knew what I could handle and what I couldn’t. What I do remember is static, hunger, pain, and constant fear.

      Things made more sense when a nurse put glasses on me and I could see again. I was in a hospital bed, they said I’d been rescued. An endless parade of doctors and social workers attended to me. We figured I’d been in that cage for seven years. I stayed in the hospital for a long time. I needed to heal. My insides were a mess, and they gave me new teeth. Mine had been knocked out.

      They all wanted me to tell them what happened. I couldn’t.

      Fear strangled me, crushing my windpipe like the foot on my throat. If I told them, they could decide I’d deserved it. Bring me back there. Do something worse. So I said nothing, even when I learned to write and draw. Someone taught me sign language, but I never got to use it. No one else knew it. I was really excited that Shea asked me to teach him.

      I had choices. The ladies at Forever Home showed me that. Instead of talking at me like I was stupid, or ignoring me like I was a vegetable, they talked to me. Included me. I’d been in hospitals, group homes, and foster homes, and that hardly ever happened. After Kiera came back with coffee and cupcakes, everyone sat on the floor, showing me how to play fetch with the dogs. It wasn’t often people took time with me like that, being patient with simple things everyone else knew how to do. They spent the rest of the day telling me stories, including me even though I never spoke. For the first time, I felt like I belonged somewhere.

      When night came, their boyfriends showed up. All brothers; huge, handsome men. Men didn’t scare me more than women; most of my abuse had come at the hands of my mother and sisters. I wasn’t used to seeing guys like this, with long dark hair and sky blue eyes. That color would always remind me of the first day I had my glasses, being able to see the sky through the window. It went on forever. I became obsessed with it, laying in my hospital bed. I could barely communicate, but I always knew how the sky was feeling. Sun, storms, clouds marching across with some agenda. There was no mistaking what the sky wanted. It was the first thing I drew when they gave me paper and pencils. It helped me heal.

      Every so often, one of the guys would catch me staring, and smile before I had a chance to look away. Even they made me feel comfortable.

      “Don’t try to coach her, Baron.” Kiera crawled over her boyfriend. “Delaney, you’re the tie-breaker vote. Point to my left hand for cheeseburger pizza, or my right for pulled pork.”

      She hid her right hand behind her back and shrieked with laughter when Baron tried to pull down her left.

      “Oh! Denied.” Baron held his hand up for Kiera to high-five, but she shook her head and pushed him away playfully. I picked the pulled pork because I’d never had it before, and it was delicious.

      I even tried my first sip of beer. I didn’t like it. Everyone insisted it was an acquired taste.

      Seriously, where had these people been all my life? One day and I felt like a different person. I felt like I was a person. And I was afraid to think of all the time I missed. I was twenty-two and this was the first day I did more than just exist.

      “I’d take a poll, but I think it’s unanimous,” Trina said, and Kiera and Lyssie looked at her. “We all want you to stay. But we know you can’t work in this building. We just expanded; now we have a barn for bigger animals. I talked to Shea, and he’d love the help. Wanna give that a try?”

      Shadow, her boyfriend, put his hand over hers. “You want her working with Shea? It’s December. It’s freezing out. She can help me in the office. The paperwork is a mess, now that Archer isn’t here anymore.”

      An uneasy silence fell over the room when Archer was mentioned, but no one explained why.

      “She’ll probably be the one to tame Shea, after all these years.” Dallas laughed before taking a sip of his beer. He sat beside Lyssie. I was pretty sure they were a couple.

      I picked up the notebook. How did you meet each other?

      Trina took it from me, then looked around the room as she read my question out loud. That weird silence was back, and I wondered if I’d ruined everything that had evolved over the afternoon. “The ladies came here from CAST, as you know. And we met the Channings through work.”

      Shadow nodded, and I didn’t dare ask any more questions.

      “So what do you think about the barn?” Trina asked. She nudged Shadow. “You can help this guy, too.”

      I wasn’t used to getting choices. I smiled and nodded.

      “Good. We’ll go shopping tonight, make sure you have warm clothes, and we can show you around town. How does that sound?”

      It sounded wonderful.
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      The staff of Forever Home didn’t judge me, but they had no problem judging Shea. I didn’t like it. I had no idea what he’d done to earn their disdain, but it stung. I knew all too well how it felt to be blamed for things that hadn’t gone wrong, and to take the blame for other’s mistakes. All too well. I’d show him kindness because of that. Plus he’d been awfully nice to me.

      And he was cute.

      All the guys that were associated with Forever Home had the most incredible eyes. I’d never seen anything like it. The Channings all had blue eyes that reminded me of a clear sunny day, and Shea’s were like liquid gold. It was the first thing I noticed about him when he came up to me. Like the sun going down, setting the horizon on fire. They glowed from beneath the brim of his cowboy hat.

      He hopped out of the truck, swinging his arms in front of him, looking around the property. He always wore a hoodie with the sleeves pushed up to his elbows, even though it was freezing. I’d only met him a couple times, but he’d worn a hoodie every time. It was a silly little thing that I could count on. There was a difference, having something to look forward to that brought comfort. I much preferred it to all the signals that ushered in pain. I’d clung to the promise of days like this while I endured the never-ending cruelty. There were two different kinds of survival.

      Shea’s forearms were covered with tattoos, and I hadn’t been able to take a close enough look to see what they were. Still, I couldn’t stop thinking about them. Even in my sleep. Last night, I dreamt about someone who could’ve been Shea with vines winding around his arms. They bloomed in the sun, golden and orange, like teardrops fallen from his eyes. Butterflies and birds fluttered around, and the whole thing was so peaceful.

      I wondered what it meant. Since I spent a lot of time lost in my own thoughts, I recorded them in a journal, then looked them up in a dream dictionary to see what my brain was trying to tell me. It was the only book that came everywhere with me. I guarded it with my life to make sure no one could take it away from me. I’d marked it up with notes and things I never wanted anyone else to see. I drew what I could remember in the morning, then would look up the meanings of the images. They’d follow the same themes: control, vulnerability, and a longing for affection. CAST had given me a tablet to read on, and I loved that thing. Reading was my only escape, and how I knew things should be better. I didn’t remember any stories from when I was little, I’d forgotten all the fairy tales I learned before I was in the cage. I discovered romance novels, much to my social worker’s dismay. I didn’t want to read about kids and be reminded of my past. Instead, I wanted to dream about the future. I noticed the books had a lot of the same themes as my dreams.

      I didn’t have time to write in my journal this morning. Work started early at Forever Home. I was excited about this, having something to do. At CAST, I hadn’t been ready for responsibility. Before that, I had to concentrate on surviving. This is what I wanted, to feel normal. And I was looking forward to getting to know Shea.

      I had a feeling there was more to him than he let everyone see. I wondered what he dreamed about.

      Last night had been so good I forgot to be nervous about today. Until now. The ranch was huge, and eventually Trina would leave me here to work with the man who had incredible golden eyes. So much left to chance.

      “You don’t have to do this,” Trina said when she cut the engine. “But I think it would be really good if you did.”

      I nodded.

      “Don’t let Shea order you around. He’s not your boss. You’re quiet, but I know you’ve got a backbone.” Trina didn’t give me a chance to answer before she got out of the truck.

      “Nice hat,” Shea said as I approached. Last night Trina bought me a pink knit hat with a giant pom pom and a matching scarf. Pink was my favorite color and I hardly ever got anything in it. Trina suggested I stick with a black jacket, gloves, and boots, since it was a working farm and things could get messy. I had so much fun shopping, picking everything out, that I didn’t care what I wound up with.

      I went up on my tiptoes and tapped the brim of Shea’s hat. I couldn’t believe how bold I was being. Two days ago I wouldn’t have gotten out of the truck without being dragged. I put my hand over my mouth to stifle a giggle.

      Shea’s mouth opened in surprise. Maybe I’d done too much. I lived my whole life inside an eggshell, terrified it would crack.

      “She does make noise,” he said. The surprise turned to a smile, and he poked my hip. “I like that sound. I’m going to make you do that a lot.”

      “Okay, this isn’t Farmer’s Match. The cows are probably aching to be milked.” Trina ushered us toward the barn. Shea might’ve liked my laugh, but Trina didn’t. A familiar burning feeling claimed my stomach.

      Shea laughed. “Please. Like anyone at Forever Home can talk. Is this the first time you’ve dated one of your guests, Trina?”

      What the….

      “I won’t dignify that with a response. You’re going to teach Delaney how to milk a cow and I’m going to refrain from throwing your ass off the property. Remember, I’m your reference.”

      I reached for the little notebook in my pocket. I almost wrote a note to Trina, asking her to stop talking to Shea like that, but I didn’t dare. It could be me she was irritated with. And she was the one in charge of the cages. It only took one person to turn the rest against me.

      The barn was bigger than most houses and much warmer than I expected.

      “How do you say ‘cow’ in sign language, Delaney?” Shea asked.

      I folded down my middle three fingers and brought my thumb to my temple. I waved my hand twice.

      “That’s cool.” Shea repeated the motion against the brim of his hat. “Now I’m going to show you a few more things you can do with your hands.”

      A new sensation clenched my belly.

      He brought me into a large stable. Hay crunched beneath our feet.

      “This is Bessie, and from the sound of these moos, she needs to be milked.” He placed a small stool next to the cow. “Have a seat.”

      I shrank back against Trina and shook my head. That animal was huge.

      “She can just watch today.” Trina put her arm around me, rubbing my arm. I tensed, but didn’t pull away.

      “Bullshit. If she’s here to work with me, she’s going to work. I won’t baby her.” Shea approached us and held out his hand. “Come on. Bessie wouldn’t hurt a fly.”

      “You don’t have to do anything you don’t want to,” Trina spoke against my ear. I nodded, but I was lost in those golden eyes.

      I took Shea’s hand.

      He led me over to the stool, still holding my hand as I sat. He crouched down, one leg on either side of me, the heat of his body seeping through my jacket. “Good thing you wore those gloves, because she likes it when your hands are warm. This is a pretty sweet barn, and it’s got towel warmers. The guy who owned it before Shadow was a mean old bastard, but he didn’t mess with his livestock. Take off your gloves, and press these against her udders. It helps get the milk flowing.”

      Shea put the warm towel in my bare hand, and led me to Bessie’s udders. I wouldn’t have touched her on my own, but he was my bravery. It wasn’t bad at all; her udders were firm under the towel, and she let us work.

      He handed me a dry towel. “Pat her dry. Be gentle.”

      Shea got up to grab a bucket. I looked back to Trina, and she nodded in encouragement. The warmth was back, Shea’s big hand clasped over mine. “Ready to milk a cow?”

      No. My heart thundered in my chest. Shea could probably hear it. I nodded.

      “Awesome.” He rubbed something gummy in my hands, massaging it into my palms. I wasn’t surprised his hands were rough, but he was much gentler than I expected. His breath hitched, warm against my cheek. “Everything we do here is to make the animals feel safe. Like us, they’ve been through a lot of shit. That’s over now. I put Vaseline on your hands so you have some slip. We’re going to take diagonal udders, it’s easier that way. Close your thumb and your forefinger over the base of the teat like this.”

      Shea closed his hand over mine.

      “And once your palm feels full squeeze down. But don’t let go of the base, or the milk will go up, not down.”

      A stream of milk hit the metal bucket. Followed by another. Holy crap, I was milking a cow. Shea was doing more of the work than I was, but I’d done like fourteen things that scared the shit out of me since getting out of Trina’s truck and only tried to hide once.

      And nothing bad happened.

      “Those are empty, so we’ll move to the others. You’re doing awesome, Delaney. You’ll be taking over this place in no time.”
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      Shea

      I’d never seen The Redheaded Stepchild so packed outside of a Full Moon Fever Party. People cheered in the parking lot line as I walked to the back door for the fight. Adrenaline pulsed through my veins and I punched the air, trying to use some of my energy. If I didn’t, I got stiff and fought like shit. I needed to keep moving.

      “Don’t you want to know who you’re fighting?” Major asked. With all his grumbling and wanting to be alpha, he made a perfect manager, and X was my biggest fan. I kicked ass, and they handled all the business shit.

      “Don’t care.” I shuffled back and forth while we waited for Jacques, the club owner, to come to the door. It didn’t matter, I’d never lost a fight. There weren’t a lot of things I was good at, but fighting was my thing. I didn’t have a strategy, I knew what to do when I saw my opponent. It was like a dance, every move he made revealed his weaknesses to me. No formula, just divine intervention.

      “He never listens.” X sighed, ignoring me. These two loved to talk like I couldn’t hear them. “He’ll be a cocky motherfucker until someone knocks some sense into him.”

      “That’s not going to happen,” Jacques said when he opened the door. “But tonight you have your work cut out for you.”

      I insisted we arrive close enough to fight time to drive my brothers batshit crazy for exactly this reason. People tried to psyche me out, including Jacques, who was going to pay his mortgage off the money I raked in for this place tonight.

      X helped me gear up for the fight. He wrapped my hands, put my gloves on, and slipped the dental guard into my mouth.

      “Can I give you any advice?” he asked.

      “Can I stop you?” I garbled around the guard.

      X laughed. “Don’t do anything stupid, just for the money. Things are going good at the shop. And they’re working out at Forever Home. You come home grinning like an idiot. We like having this ugly mug around.”

      He whacked the side of my head before walking away.

      I wouldn’t do anything stupid, and it was because of Forever Home. More specifically, Delaney. To see her sweet smile. For the first time, I actually wanted to go to work, be part of something bigger than myself. Every other time it was for the paycheck, and for my own pride.

      Little by little Delaney was crawling out of her shell. I wished she was here tonight, sitting with my brothers in the middle of this giant crowd, so I could show her what I was really good at, besides taking care of animals or saying goofy shit to make her giggle. It was already my favorite noise in the world, hands down, because I knew how much it took for her to let go and do it. Problem was, she’d run out of here screaming as soon as I stepped in the ring. It broke my heart. I never dreamed anyone could conquer me, but after six months on Ryker’s farm, starving and broken, that kind of fear settled deep. I was strong enough to shake it off, and so was she. She’d get there, when she was ready. Fighting didn’t always mean throwing punches. There were so many things about me that she wouldn’t understand, and I had to figure out a way to explain them to her before it was too late.

      The crowd roared as my opponent and I were introduced. I could tell who those rich fuckers from Vegas were. Their mouths dropped, whispering to each other during our weigh-in. My opponent was human, I knew it from the weight difference. Some giant Canadian oaf who had no idea what he was in for. From the way he moved, I guessed he’d been cut from his hockey team and was here to make a quick buck.

      ‘Lone Wolf’ wasn’t a cute nickname. He’d find that out real fast.

      He never saw the first punch coming. But as his head cracked back from the impact of my glove, he knew that money fucking belonged to me.

      Some guys trash-talked me, thinking I got lucky, landing a blow like that. Canada agreed, although he was smart enough to keep it to himself. He turned bright red, his breath coming in rough angry pants. I moved a million miles an hour compared to him, but I’d never slow down to match his game. Sometimes that was a trick, too. I never changed my plan to accommodate anyone.

      I kept him off-balance. Canada stumbled, landing a couple blows, one to my eye that stung like a bitch. I learned long ago I only needed one. He was slower than shit, and I took advantage of that, drumming my signature beat on his chest, knocking the air out of him. They were all the same, and the bad decisions came quick. I blocked his punches, landing more to his face and throat, before landing the final blow to his face.

      Everyone’s nose made the same revolting sound when it broke. First the crack, and then the wet thump before Canada hit the ground. The busted nose wasn’t the only thing that did him in, but combined with the empty lungs and the bloody eyes, it was one hell of a nail in the coffin.

      Counting to ten was a courtesy. These guys pissed me off, slow fucking humans feeling too much pain. I pulled my arm away from the judge, storming off the stage while everyone still cheered.

      “What the fuck, Shea?” Major grabbed me. He was the only man I’d ever met quicker than me, he’d taught me everything I knew. “You won.”

      “I’m not doing this anymore. It’s a fucking joke.” Even more of a joke, I had to hold up my hands and wait for Major to get me out of my gloves.

      “What do you want? More money? The take of the bets should be pretty good. The place was packed.”

      I glared past my brother. I couldn’t see the crowd anymore, but fuck those people for betting against me. “Some fucking respect.”
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      I’d always worked with guys. Loud, crude, and dirty. Everything Delaney wasn’t. She’d become my sweet little shadow, pink pom pom like a cherry on top, teaching me the sign language words for the animals and working way harder than I ever expected. Survivors were kindred spirits, and she didn’t need words to tell me how precious this chance was to her. By the end of the week, she could milk Bessie and collect the eggs from the chickens without my help. At first she wouldn’t even go in the coop. It was huge, but I wouldn’t patronize her. I knew how that felt. Like no one expected people like us could actually do a good job.

      Fuck them.

      In the beginning of the week, I’d catch her sneaking looks at me. Her eyes would dart so fast they’d be back on whatever she’d been working on immediately. I didn’t cut her any slack, and I’d hold the gaze as long as she was willing. Those blue eyes, protected by her frames, had so much to say. Day by day she got bolder, not looking away when she was caught. A slow smile would spread across her face, and she’d nibble on her bottom lip, which was as pink as that hat, like she wanted to take the whole thing back but couldn’t.

      If she was any other woman, I’d pin her up against the stall and take her right there. Lay her down in the hay and go wild. But that was just it. She wasn’t any other woman. And that’s what had me going fucking crazy.

      If I was better with words, I would’ve figured out a way to ask her what the hell did they do to you?

      Monday morning and I was on top of the fucking world. Two thousand bucks in my pocket, even if it was covered in bettor’s slime, did wonders for my attitude. Wolves healed quickly. The new skin on my knuckles was pink and shiny, although the cold would split them open this morning for sure. My shiner had faded enough that it would look like a shadow under the brim of my hat. If Delaney noticed it, I’d tell her the truth. It might scare her, but it wouldn’t do as much damage as a lie. That I wouldn’t be able to fix.

      Delaney sat at Shadow’s desk, hard at work. She’d taken
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