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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 Channing, 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.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      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 from, 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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      Trina

      “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 a mistake 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.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      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
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