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Her Captive Wolf

A leader facing his pack’s extinction. A woman broken by a tragic accident. Together they just might survive—if they learn to trust each other. 

As the director of Forever Home animal shelter, Trina can’t ignore the rumors about a vicious dog fighting ring in Granger Falls, Idaho and rushes in to rescue them. She’ll stop at nothing to keep her furry friends safe, even if it means putting her own life in danger.

With his pack held prisoner and trapped in a fighting ring, Shadow Channing never expected a beautiful woman to be his salvation. Now she’s a target in their pack’s war and he’ll have to explain to her why the wolves she helped save shifted into their human forms on the full moon. 

Freedom won’t be enough to save his pack. To best their captors for good, Shadow must work with the rival wolves he fought in captivity and convince Trina the Sawtooth Shifters have no future without her as his mate. 
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Chapter One
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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, 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 three 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.

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

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

Ryker threw food on the ground. Fucking kibble. The Lowe brothers scrambled for it, pride replaced long ago by the need to survive. Anticipation gnawed at my empty belly. Growls rose from the other side of the pen. Probably made for pigs, we didn’t have room to turn around without hitting another body. Even if we did, our chains were too short to allow it. 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, 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, mixing together and becoming a dizzy anger. 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 was dying for 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 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, baring our teeth at each other, brother or not. The spilled kibble still littered the ground below our feet, dirty as we were. 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 was too chicken shit to talk out of turn. “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.

I couldn’t argue, it was a pretty good philosophy, and it was shared by most of the werewolf packs in Sawtooth Forest. We were dying out, killing each other. Now in Granger Falls we weren’t much more than a legend. Ghosts. No food and a lack of female wolves insured we’d be history by the end of this generation. I wanted a future, and we needed to change everything or else all we’d have was a past. 

We’d been brought up differently. Yeah, we hunted and killed, but we didn’t destroy. We protected our own. Less prey in the wild had me scared more for my brothers than myself. That mindset didn’t make the Channing pack popular in Sawtooth, but it wasn’t going to matter what anyone thought if we were all dead. 

But what really scared me was being without a mate.

“I’ll take him,” I growled, pulling on my chain to get as close Major 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 Major’s 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. “No,” my baby brother whispered. He’d 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, 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.”

“He’ll never follow you.” Major and I stood snout to snout. 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. “He’ll be my slave. You can go to Hell with that on your conscience.”

After a few more rounds of grunts and huffs, both 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 knew we’d have plenty of pent-up rage for the paying customers.

They’d get their money’s worth tonight.

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

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

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

“I thought you were going in?” Archer’s eyes widened. 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.

“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. “I’m bringing that bastard down.”

**
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WE MIGHT BE EMACIATED and humbled, but no one would mistake us for meek or common as we were paraded to the ring by Ryker’s thug farmhands. Heads held high, nothing to hide. Even in chains we were stronger than these bastards. We were still proud.

So close to freedom. 

The air was thick with beer, weed, and sweat. I’d dreamed of this moment since Ryker and his thugs had shot us all with tranquilizer guns and enslaved us.

It was our own frigging fault. The Lowes had set their sights on Ryker’s barn. They’d started a livestock smuggling business. Hunting was harder every season with Granger Falls expanding into our territory. Farms were easy prey and that kind of meat went for serious money in the forest. 

They’d been stupid and lazy about it. Ryker was an old bastard, but he was one of the first wolves who managed to acclimate with humans in Granger Falls. I had no doubt he was running his livestock on the black market. Otherwise, he’d never have all these meatheads doing security for them. 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. The Channings had always kept order in the forest. For generations, our family had been the peacekeepers. 

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

Blood and bad decisions 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. I considered it a weakness. 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 already 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; he pried his bloody leg free of my grip. My neck snapped back, and a boot landed on my head. The thug didn’t press down hard enough to break anything, 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 me, Baron, and Dallas. “Save it for the ring,” I yelled to my little brother. The pain in those blue eyes would haunt me forever. Ryker dragged him 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 up his feet, 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 at the sight of us, and every month I was disgusted to see so many familiar faces come out to watch us fight. When we were human, we called some of these people friends. Or we had. If they had any idea what we were, they’d see this for what it was. Murder.

“I’m sorry, man,” Major said to me 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.”

Straining against the chain one more time, at my best I would’ve broke right through it. “I wouldn’t respect him if he gave any less than his best.” 
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Chapter Two
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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 animal control, and I needed to call in the big dogs, no pun intended. I was tired of having to rely 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 this way, there was no telling what the condition of the rest of the animals was. 

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. My shelter was meant for house pets, and we were always full to capacity. 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 fuck up and every second counted. Now that I knew the exact headcount of livestock on the property, I had a plan to get every one 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 fuck 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. I had nowhere else to go.

The townspeople sat side by side with undercover policemen, and my two girls who volunteered at the shelter, Kiera and Lyssie. I’d disguised myself. 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. Everyone was too drunk to notice me, or too dense and hypocritical to wonder what the owner of the animal shelter was doing at a dog fight.

“Oh my God,” I gasped, grabbing Randy’s arm. It was big and solid and if these animals weren’t in such grave danger I might be able to enjoy spending some time with him. The prospects for dating in Granger Falls were pretty piss poor, 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 knew I was getting shitfaced. Even if I shouldn’t be having it. 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 eyes away from the ring to meet mine. “I want to nail this fucker to the wall.”

“Me too.” Almost five years of working in animal rescue and it never got easier. I stopped thinking that I could be shocked anymore. Every time I thought I’d seen it all, some sick fuck took it to a place that gave me nightmares. All the work I did, and I could never make it better. 

Ryker, the owner of the farm, stood in the middle of the ring, tonight’s opponents in chains on either side of him. If a town was ever going to use white trash as a mascot, Ryker would be the guy to model the costume after. 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 you’d expect to see on a butcher’s apron. I had a chill 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 other 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 assholes around us. Throughout the bleachers, cops ran down the stairs, guns drawn.

The crowd scattered like someone had yelled fire. 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. None of these jackasses were willing to atone for their sins tonight. 

Randy and his men were focused on capturing Ryker and the thugs who’d set this up. They had their hands full with that job. We knew none of them would go down without a fight. But no one stopped the dog in the ring from attacking the other one. The smaller dog howled, his gray fur stained bright red. I tore through the crowd, knocking many of them 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.

All the dogs 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 didn’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.” Fuck, I hadn’t given them any sort of 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 shit right now 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 do you want us to do?” Lyssie asked. 

“Call the livestock control people.” They were standing by. “And get the crates out of the truck. I think I counted seven dogs. How’s the other one?”

No answer right away. “He’s gone.”
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Chapter Three
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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; 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. There was a God after all.

“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 fucking fierce as we all claimed to be, every single wolf whined and cried with appreciation when it was their turn to be freed. The angel took a minute with every one 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 more proud than my brothers or my enemies. Freedom felt too good for that shit. 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 shined in her green eyes, her cheeks as round as the rest of her curves and probably just as sweet. And 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, 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,” he 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 realized 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 you guys, 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.”

All of us were stunned 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 noise was going to change anything.

This couldn’t be happening. My little brother depended on me to keep him safe. I let him come with us that 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 I let him die. 

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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Chapter Four
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Trina

It was going to be a long night. I’d already failed these dogs. One missing, one 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 who said negative shit 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, but...you know? 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. Thank God. 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 all of them.” Kiera put down her phone. “You did good, T. Really good.”

Not good enough.

“Once they’re ready, we’ll help them place the animals.” I was pissed about the chickens. Birds were my favorite, and they always got the shit end of the deal. “Lys, how are they doing with that food?”

“It’s gone.” She yawned. I’d told the ladies we’d be pulling all-nighters. They were new at this. They’d come to me 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’d worked together to start a program. Hopefully, the animals would help the girls heal. Like they did for me. 

The thing 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. I couldn’t be a drunk mess that didn’t get out of bed for days anymore. These animals needed me to have my shit together. 

So far, Kiera and Lyssie were working out. Tonight was the most traumatic thing they’d have to see, I hoped. 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 girls 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, trusting, 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 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 in 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 cell with a foot to the balls. This 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?” Kiera asked. All of us were wet, filthy, and exhausted. “There’s not much more we can do for them until tomorrow.” And we still had the other animals to deal with, 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.

“Aren’t you leaving?” Lyssie asked.

“No, I’m staying here. 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. Yeah, I had a pretty high outstanding bill with her, but that shouldn’t have made a difference. If she truly loved animals, she wouldn’t bitch 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 up 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 fucking 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, bitch. She took the stethoscope away from her ears. “And these aren’t dogs. They’re wolves.”

Holy shit.
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Chapter Five
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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, 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. Our crates were in the big front room, and the place was packed with animals, any place Trina could put someone was occupied. 

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. “We’re all one in the same now.”

“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. I think we should work together.”

Major locked gazes with me. He never hesitated to point out how weak he thought I was. In a wolf pack, perception is reality. If you look weak, you are. It didn’t take much. 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. 

“I think it’s a good idea.” I didn’t back down from his challenge. “We run in different circles, we’ll get different intel. And 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.” 

“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 girls sideways, speak up. This isn’t the time to keep quiet. We can do this. It’s going to be hard, but no one is going to 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 girls 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 now, knowing a beauty like Trina was here all along. Sawtooth wolves had 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. Female wolves our age had been sold to the highest bidder. Kept in a completely different kind of captivity, the girls 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 pay day 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, I knew that 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 wasn’t going to 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 if I wanted 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 of 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 wasn’t going to 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’s not going to think you’re so cute anymore. She’s going to 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’m going to 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’re going to pull this off, Shadow.” Baron pushed between me and Major. He’d been cozying up to Kiera, the short-haired girl 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’s going to 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’s going 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 seen it in action. They just dealt with the consequences. 

It didn’t surprise me that the Lowes didn’t try to bond with the girls. 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; Ryker, females our age, and especially 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 just until the full moon. Even though she talked to every one of her guests—that’s what she called all of us 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. 

“Renovating.” Trina plastered a phony smile on her face. The other two girls 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 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 really 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’re not going to 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 smiled 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 some weight and I almost felt like my old self. “I think tonight’s the night. I’m going to bring you home with me. We’ve got to start making room in here.”

“What the hell?” 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.”

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

“It’s going to 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 fucking day. And 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 Trina again. Or I would, but there’d be no convincing her I was the wolf she’d so lovingly nursed back to health. This wasn’t going to be easy, but nothing good ever was. 

The cabin had a front porch that faced the valley. Bright colors blazed across the rippling hills, reflecting in the lake below. A cool breeze bit through my fur, and we’d be seeing snow soon. 

“Welcome home,” Trina said, her arms spread wide. “It’s not much, but I love it here.” She only had the necessities: a couch, a kitchen table, and a TV. I trotted through the house. One advantage of being a wolf was that I didn’t have to wait for a tour or figure out boundaries like a house guest. I stopped short in her bedroom, not expecting the pink sheets on the unmade bed. Hopping up onto it, I inhaled her warm apple pie scent. 

“Oh no, you don’t.” Trina laughed, swatting my ass playfully. “You get your own bed.”

Trina never sat still. It was pretty clear her whole life was the shelter. She had no idea how to relax. Putting on the same radio station she listened to all day long, she made dinner, belting out the words to all her favorites. Realizing she’d forgotten to bring food home for me, she put more hamburger in the pan. This cabin was heaven.

After dinner, she settled on the couch with her computer and a beer. 

“Don’t tell anyone,” she said with a giggle. Oh shit, she had trouble with drinking. Maybe I could knock it off the table. Or maybe I could just let her relax. The woman never stopped. I crawled up beside her, nestling into the crook of her warm body. She leaned against me, jerking as she fell asleep, a pile of adoption paperwork falling off her lap. 

She yawned as she shuffled into her bedroom. “Let me show you the guest suite.” 

A fuzzy dog bed lay in the corner. I sniffed; I wasn’t the first one to use this. This wasn’t anything special to Trina. It was just something she did before she gave her dogs away to their actual forever homes. Or sent wolves out in the forest. 

“The girls didn’t think I should bring you home, since you’re not exactly a dog, but I’m glad I did. I feel safe with you here. Sweet dreams, Smoky.”

I lay on the lumpy dog bed, listening to her breath deepen as she fell into oblivion. So many things were going through my mind and I couldn’t sleep. Maybe if I watched her, I’d figure out how not to scare the shit out of her when I turned into a man. She wouldn’t feel so safe if she saw that. 

“No!” Trina tossed and turned in her sleep. Was she crying? “Don’t leave me.” 

Her nightmare intensified, as she bargained with the unknown to try to keep someone close to her. She wasn’t winning. I put my paws up on the bed. I wanted to protect her, make this vision go away. 

Trina peeled one eye open, realizing she had an audience. 

“Oh fine,” she mumbled, seemingly unaware of her nightmare. “Come up here, Smoky.”

Didn’t have to tell me twice. I crawled into the bed and let Trina put her arm around me. 

I won’t leave you, Trina.

I don’t remember the last time I slept so soundly. 
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Chapter Six
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Trina

“It’s a full moon.” I collapsed on the couch, exhausted. Smoky climbed in my lap, nudging me with his snout. Super needy today. 

“How can you tell?” Lyssie asked. She had two of the other dogs by their collars. We liked to let everyone out of their crates as much as possible. Animals didn’t belong in boxes. But today almost everybody was on lockdown. 

“They’re all nuts!” I laughed, roughing up Smoky’s fur. I was getting attached to this guy, big time. And the feeling was mutual. He’d hardly left my side, except for when he fought with some of the other wolves. Until they started fighting, I could almost forget they weren’t like the rest of the dogs. It was going to break my heart to set them free. It had to happen soon. I couldn’t believe how fast they were healing. It was already hard to tell they’d been involved in a dogfighting ring. “It happens every month. When you leave tonight, look up, I guarantee it.”

“I never noticed, until we had the big guys in here.” Lyssie gave up refereeing and started crating everyone. She was covered in end of day filth. “I thought it was just me having a bad day.”

“Nah, we’re probably all off.” I barely had the energy for the last round of the night. Everyone needed fresh food and water, and food was getting scarce. The wolves had changed everything. In the morning, I needed to make some phone calls, pull in some favors, and figure out how to get some cash for this place. Since the dogfight, it was almost impossible. Everything in town had been weird. Doors slammed in my face, people ignoring me at stores, the cashier putting my eggs under the cans at the supermarket. A whole bunch of passive aggressive bullshit I was getting real tired of. Not to mention the girls’ flat tire and the roadkill left at the shelter door. “Ready for rounds?”

“You’re actually leaving tonight?” Kiera raised an eyebrow. The full moon affected me, too. I focused on my work, keeping my brain busy as possible. I’d slept shitty the last couple nights, dreaming of the accident, not being able to stop the car from veering into the tree, powerless but always waking up just before impact. I had this nightmare a lot, but I was never able to bring my fiancé back. 

“Yeah.” It didn’t sound convincing.

“I’m proud of you, T.” She came over and gave me a hug. We separated quickly, neither of us were very touchy. “I know how hard this is. When was the last time you went to therapy?”

“A while ago.” I didn’t even like talking about the fact that I went. Kiera and Lyssie were much more open about it. Every time I saw the therapist, she made me feel worse. I didn’t want to hear it. I was dealing with everything the best way I knew how. Everyone else had suggestions, but they weren’t living my life. What looked good on paper didn’t always work in reality. At this point, I wasn’t sure I’d ever get better. I didn’t know what better was anymore. That’s what had led me here. The animals helped piece me back together.

In my dreams, Ryan was still alive. But the reality was I’d killed him. Black ice shattered what should’ve been the happiest night of my life. The car accident replayed in my nightmares like I’d hit repeat. It didn’t matter how far I ran away from it, the memories followed me. His spirit should’ve comforted me, but I’d taken too much from him to ever be able to feel good about it. 

Throw myself back into work. It always seemed like the answer. Sometimes it helped when I stayed at the shelter. I wasn’t so alone with my thoughts. Thank God for company. Smoky had become my shadow, not leaving my side as we finished locking up for the night.

“Maybe you should,” Kiera said quietly. “You’re in a different place every time you talk to her. It might help, even if it’s in a way you don’t expect. We can’t control what’s already happened to us, but we can control what happens in the future.”

“I know.” I sighed, but it didn’t mean I wanted to talk about it now. Or ever. “Do you think you’ll be ready to take a foster soon?”

“Yeah. I’m excited about it.” She looked back to the crates. “I know which one I want, too.”

“The scrapper that’s been following you around?” 

She nodded, her face brightening up. That’s what made me know this was working. Better than those stupid appointments. Kiera had picked a wolf, but I wasn’t going to tell her she couldn’t have him. No, we couldn’t control the past. But we could make today better. It was true for every creature in this building. 

“Awesome. I’ll start getting you set up later this week.”
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IT WAS A BEAUTIFUL fall night. I needed this crisp, clean air. Cracking open a beer, I headed back out to the porch. So what, I was replacing one bad habit with another. Nothing else helped me quiet the voices inside my head, and I wasn’t sure I wanted them to go away. I deserved to suffer for what I did. I killed the person who had promised to love me forever.

“Settle down,” I pleaded with Smoky. He paced back and forth, yet to sit, whining like his fur was too tight. All the fidgeting drove me crazy. I tapped my leg, sure he’d come sit with me. He looked over his shoulder but tipped his face up to the sky. “I get it, buddy.”

That warm and fuzzy feeling came halfway through my third beer. The images of Ryan lying on the side of the road, the snow turning pink around him, his eyes stilling, faded to a blur. This was a dangerous place. It was like a see-saw, and there was no way I could keep balance. Or as I liked to refer to it, a tornado. I had no control over the destruction. If I stopped drinking now, the visions would win. If I had another beer, I’d slip into oblivion. The world couldn’t go on without me. I’d dug my fingernails into the place I belonged. 

I got up and grabbed another beer, knowing already I’d regret this tomorrow. Cleaning animal cages with a hangover was no easy feat. 

“What’s wrong with you?” I went over to Smoky when I came back outside. His whines had grown to cries, and I was getting concerned. Don’t do this to me, buddy. I wouldn’t be able to get him any help. The vet hated me and I was in no shape to drive. 

Those eyes never got less haunted, less knowing. The wolves didn’t play like regular dogs, either. Everything was a scuffle with those guys. But with Lyssie, Kiera, and me, they were so gentle, protective, and downright loving. 

I wished I could keep him.

Smoky shied away from me. Weird. He never did that. I sat on the edge of the deck and watched him squirm. Leaves crackled beneath him as he rolled around. Pink skin flashed through his fur. Shit. That was new. His coat had been perfect.

Kneeling beside him, I tried one more time to pet him, calm him down. Touch was such a powerful thing. Putting my hands in his fur always slowed my heartbeat down a few notches. Now I did it without even thinking about it, and he’d only been with me a couple of weeks. His cry became a roar, and he jerked away from me. 

Those eyes. My breath caught in my throat when his gaze locked with mine. They’d never looked more human. 

His howl broke the trance. Smoky clawed at the earth like he needed to hold on or fall off. I’d never seen him do this before and I had no idea what to do. It was freaking me out. His fur was literally falling away before my eyes, muscles tense under stretched skin, and if I wasn’t drunk, I’d swear that his bare paws looked like hands. 

The dog stood upright, thigh muscles formed, and his face was the freakiest part. Ears and snout melted away as I screamed, revealing a human face. He was all man now, all powerful and naked man, long black hair streaked with silver rippling in the breeze. The only thing that remained the same was his eyes. 

I fell when I stood up. Scrambling into the house, I slammed the door shut and leaned against it. If that creature...person...was what I thought he was, he’d kick through this no problem. I needed to focus. This was what I got for getting into the beer on a worknight. I’d laughed off the reports of werewolves in the forest when people were concerned about a woman building a cabin on the edge of Sawtooth. That shit wasn’t real. There wasn’t anything out here scarier than me. Or so I’d thought. Now it was standing on my front porch.

“Trina!” I stopped breathing when a male voice called to me. I’d never heard it before, but it was so familiar. And he knew my name. “I’m not going to hurt you.”

I needed my shotgun. 
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Chapter Seven
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Shadow

For the last week, Trina had welcomed me into her home, her heart, and her bed. But everything just turned on a dime. I’d gone over this moment so many times in the last couple weeks, trying to figure out how to make this normal for her. Easy to accept when it happened. Maybe, if it had been the other way around and I’d been a man first. I could’ve told her what to expect. But now that I was strong enough to shift, I had no control. Over anything. 

Trust me, Trina, I’m freaked out, too. I hadn’t been human in over half a year and nothing felt right. My legs were heavy and my fingers fumbled with the doorknob. My thoughts were always human, my actions were always wolf, no matter what form I was in. Words were strange on my tongue, and they failed me altogether when I came face to face with the business end of a shotgun.

“Stop.” It was Trina’s turn to growl. I put my hands up but didn’t take my eyes off that gun. It didn’t surprise me she had one. It shouldn’t have broken my heart that she thought she needed to use it on me. Taking her eye away from the sight, she met my eyes. No fear, but defiance. Disbelief. “What the hell are you?”

I didn’t move. Trina was more than halfway through a six-pack and her trigger finger was bound to be as drunk as the rest of her. Not the ideal circumstances to have to explain my shift, but by now I was used to less than perfect conditions. “Can I sit?” 

She nodded. Her gaze had fallen to my naked body more than once, but tit snapped right back up. Taking my place on the edge of the couch, I wouldn’t relax until she put that damned gun down. No matter how powerful I was, if there were silver bullets in that gun this would be my last night on earth. 

I was spending it with Trina, so it wouldn’t be all bad.

Trina put the gun down and sat on the opposite arm of the couch. The door still hung open, and she was ready to run at any time. This was a woman who was used to taking care of herself. 

“Are you afraid of me?” I asked.

“No.” She didn’t blink.

That’s what I wanted the answer to be. “Good. You don’t strike me as the kind of woman that’s afraid of anything.”

She scoffed, hugging herself. “You’d be surprised.”

“Here’s one thing that you can be sure of. I’ll never hurt you. This is weird for me too, Trina. I usually wear clothes when I talk to a woman for the first time.” I wanted to touch her, but not yet. “What you did for me, my brothers, and the other wolves, you saved our lives. For that, I’ll do anything for you.”

“I couldn’t help everyone.” Her face fell. “The little one died.”

“Archer had been sentenced to death the minute Ryker put him in the ring. You didn’t do that to him, I did.” Shea would turn human tonight, too. Now I’d have a chance to deal with him. 

My freedom wasn’t guaranteed. Trina already showed me she wasn’t afraid to use that shotgun. She may have no fear, but that didn’t mean she trusted me. 

“That was his name? Archer?” Her eyes clouded over. 

I nodded. 

She choked back a sob. “I don’t even know yours.”

“I’m Shadow Channing.” I offered her my hand. “It’s surreal that we’re introducing ourselves now, after all you’ve done for us. Archer was my brother.”

She actually took my hand. Step one. Touching her like this was so much better. A strange electricity flowed between us. Trina noticed it too. Her breath caught. Maybe she thought she could stop it if she didn’t breathe, but she didn’t seem convinced that was what she wanted. “

Your name’s actually Shadow? I almost chose that for you, because of your markings. But I never thought a person would be named that.” Trina chuckled, wiping her hand over her face hard. “I’m pretty sure I’m shitfaced. I can’t believe you were a wolf and now you’re a man.” 

She tried rubbing her eyes again, surprised when nothing changed. “Really sorry about your brother. Randy, the officer I was with, said we had to let the dogs fight, then he could get Ryker and the rest of those assholes on felony charges. I got there as soon as I could.”

“Archer had been doomed since birth.” My shoulders slumped, I’d never admitted that to anyone. Being human after all this time felt like a boat caught in a sea storm. Frustration and confusion coursed through me. The perspective changed everything, my thoughts firing on a different wavelength. “He was much more human than wolf, always unsure of himself in battle. My brothers and I did everything we could to protect him. But there was going to be a time he had to stand up for himself.”

Trina drew her brows together. “It sounds like his death was no surprise.”

“It happens to the best of us.” I did my best to force a smile. Someday I’d have a chance to mourn my brother’s death. First I needed to avenge it.

She didn’t return the smile. Instead, her face paled. 

“I need to get you some sweatpants,” she muttered. Trina disappeared into the bedroom but came right back, tossing a ball of clothes at me. “These should fit. There’s a hoodie, too. You’re going to be shit out of luck for shoes until we can get you home. Where’s your home? You must have one.”

Home. It seemed like a dream. Even as a man, I was barely there. You can take the man out of the wolf, but you couldn’t take the wolf out of the man. 

“I have a place with my brothers on Outlook Road.” I put the Oregon sweatpants on. They were snug, but at least they weren’t pink.

“Wait a minute. Channing...Outlook Road. You haven’t been in touch with anyone, obviously.” Trina bit her lip. “There was a big fire out there a few months back. Since no one’s heard from any of you, the investigators concluded you all died in the fire.”

I fell back against the cushion, totally fucking shell-shocked. Everyone we knew thought we were dead. My mother, thinking she lost all four boys. I didn’t know how I was going to tell her about one. Now it seemed like a consolation. My plan, before this bombshell, had been to get back to work like we’d been out of town on a big job. This was a fucking mess. I put all of us in jeopardy by shifting tonight in front of Trina. 

“Are you okay?” When I opened my eyes, Trina hovered above me, just as beautiful as ever, even with her bloodshot eyes. She brushed her fingers through the hair that had fallen in my face. “I know that’s a lot to absorb. But think how happy everyone’s going to be to see all of you.” 

Her pretty lips formed a little O. “Do you think the rest of the wolves changed, too?”

“I’d be shocked if they didn’t.” I could guarantee they were all pissed, stuck in those tiny crates, naked and human. I knew exactly what was happening. Major and X rattling the bars, pissed if they couldn’t break through. Dallas egging them on. Baron trying to talk sense into them. It was going to be chaos at the shelter tonight, even if I was there. Baron had a good head on his shoulders. He could lead if I couldn’t. But to be away from my brothers when we’d been together almost every minute of this nightmare, I felt alone for the first time in my life. Even with Trina here. “If it wasn’t tonight, it’s going to be soon. Once I got out here, the pull was undeniable.”

Speaking of undeniable pulls, Trina’s warm dessert scent was intoxicating. Her face was just above mine and I willed her to lean down and kiss me. But she didn’t. “

You shouldn’t have seen me like this. I should’ve run.”

“I’m glad you didn’t.” Trina sat back on her heels. “People always want to talk about werewolves with me, since I run the shelter. I thought it was bullshit. But there’s too much weird stuff happening in this town for it not to be true. I let it slide, being in the middle of nowhere. And I’m weird, too. Can’t exactly throw stones.” She chuckled. “You’re the thing that makes sense.”

“You’re a target now, Trina.” I had to touch her again. “I’ll protect you with everything I have.” 

Her mouth moved, but she couldn’t form her thought. “Yeah. I noticed.”

“What happened to Ryker and his guys?” I asked. There was no way the cops would be able to keep his entire network in custody.

“He got charged with a felony for the dog fighting and slapped with a pretty hefty fine. He’s out on bail.” Trina smirked, but it wasn’t happy. “His livestock inventory was liquidated after the fight. Everyone else was in pretty good shape.”

“He was behind the shelter break in, I can pretty much guarantee that.” I swallowed. Rage built inside of me and there was no good use for it. I wanted that bastard dead. I always said I’d be nothing like Major, but his ways were making more and more sense. Captivity had changed me. “We will make him pay.”

“Yeah, that hasn’t been all. The good people of Granger Falls think it’s my fault they got caught at a dog fight. Assholes. What the hell were they doing there in the first place? I’ve come out and found roadkill on my windshield, and other fun things. So he’s not the only one who’s pissed.”

“Ryker’s people have ways of keeping you quiet.” I ran my hand through my hair. “We’re not leaving you, Trina. The law can’t handle pack business, and they have no right targeting you. I’m not going to let anything happen to you or the shelter.”

She shuddered, reaching for the shotgun one more time. “Do you think Ryker burned down your house?” 

“Probably.”

The allegiance with Major made more sense now. There was no telling what had happened to his property. Ryker had almost succeeded in wiping us off the map.

“We should go free the other guys.” Trina still held onto the gun. “They can’t be comfortable.”

“Yeah.” I stood up, putting on the sweatshirt she’d given me. My gaze fell to the gun. “You bringing that thing with you?”

“Do I need to?”

“Probably not.” 

Trina didn’t stand up right away. “I need to know I can trust you, Shadow. And the rest of them, before I set a whole bunch of angry men free. I don’t want to cause more problems. My girls, they’ve been hurt a lot. If anything happens to them, I don’t know what I’ll do.”

Anger formed under my skin like thunder rolling across the sky. “What happened to them?”

Trina looked away, her eyes clouding over. “It’s not my place to talk about it.”

I moved closer to her, putting my fingers under her chin and turning her face back to mine. She sucked in a sharp breath, but she didn’t shy away from me. “Is it the same thing that happened to you?”

Her body language changed, practically folding herself in half. “I’m definitely not going to talk about that.”

It didn’t surprise me. For two weeks, I’d done nothing but observe her. I probably knew things about Trina that she didn’t know about herself. 

“You have our protection. We’ll help you get the shelter back in order, we’ll get you the money you need to feed the rest of the animals. We’ll deal with Ryker. And when you’re ready to talk,” I took a deep breath, “I’ll listen.”

Trina’s eyes widened, her body relaxed under my touch. “Thank you.”

“You’re gorgeous, you know that, right?” The words came out of my mouth before I could stop them. Six months without speech and I couldn’t stop my thoughts from flying out.

She pulled away from me, head down, a blush creeping from her cheeks down to her chest. 

“No.” She shook her head sadly. “I’m not the person you think I am, Shadow.”

“Yes, you are. I’ve had nothing to do but watch you ever since you brought us to the shelter.” 

Trina gasped, but I didn’t back down. She needed to hear this. “

And I’ve never seen someone work as tirelessly and selflessly as you do. I’ve seen you at home when you cry yourself to sleep. I don’t know why you do that yet, but I’ll do whatever it takes to make that go away. To help your heart mend. When I say I’ll protect you, I mean it. Body, mind, and soul.”

Trina trembled, rubbing her hands up and down her arms like she was trying to shake a chill. “No one can make it go away.”

“Let me try,” I whispered. “Please let me kiss you.”
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Chapter Eight
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Trina

This was absolutely crazy. I wasn’t drunk anymore. That comfortably numb feeling was long gone. Nothing sobered me up faster than an animal twisting and screaming in the light of the full moon and coming out on the other side as a man. Not just any man, but quite possibly the best looking one I’d ever seen, and one that had promised to protect me by any means necessary.

I’d done a damn good job of protecting myself since I’d arrived in Idaho. The shelter and everyone involved with it—residents and workers. There was only so long I could hold it all up. I needed help. Admitting it, even to myself, burned a place inside me that I’d forgotten about a long time ago. 

But this man, Shadow, was standing in the middle of my living room, wanting me to kiss him. His broad shoulders filled the room. Under the sweatshirt, tawny skin rippled over tight muscles, tapering down to a narrow waist. I’d seen what my Oregon sweatpants now covered, and the whole package was pretty damn impressive. 

I was actually considering taking him up on his offer. Maybe I was still drunk.

I took a step forward and his body softened. It had been a long time since I’d kissed anyone. The last man I kissed was dead.

Maybe it was a good idea to kiss Shadow. Just kiss him. This wasn’t going to last, either. Since the accident, I refused to commit to anything besides the shelter. But even then, I gave the animals away. I never wanted any of them to stay with me. The goal was to get them to their forever home. Every relationship I had came with an expiration date. So it didn’t hurt so bad when it was over—or I ended it.

Shadow wouldn’t be staying, either. He could say what he wanted about protecting me, but he had to be chomping at the bit for his freedom. Before I’d taken him and kept him in a cage, he’d been in chains. He was using me to get his brothers out of dog jail, and I was using him, too. Maybe he could help me heal. 

Nothing else had.

One more step. That’s all it would take to say yes to the kiss. My legs had never weighed more. Could I actually do it? I knew this feeling, the too-heavy air, the room spinning, and I hated it. But a slow smile spread across Shadow’s face, and suddenly I believed I could do anything. 

Exhaling as I took the last step, I wasn’t ready to look up at Shadow. He tipped my chin up with one finger. So firm yet so gentle. That crazy hair brushed against my cheeks. I was fascinated by the streaks. He didn’t look old enough to have them. 

“How old are you?” I asked. Our lips were so close and I had to say it fast before I stopped thinking.

Shadow chuckled softly. His cheek moved against mine when he answered. “Thirty-five.” 

Perfect. Three years old than me. Just like Ryan was.

“When did you start going gray?” Yeah, I was stalling. Please don’t let the accident take this away from me, too.

“It’s not gray, it’s silver. And I was born with it. A full head of hair complete with streaks. That’s how I got my name.” I wanted to come up with some snappy reply, but Shadow’s lips brushed against mine, so soft. Testing the waters. He was like his name in many ways, but it didn’t make him meek. He was a protector, a shield, safe harbor in the storm of my emotions I’d kept under wraps for way too long. 

I rested one hand on his shoulder, and he pulled me into his warm body. I melted, and we were one as our lips moved against each other. No, Shadow wasn’t meek. He’d been starving when I found him, and he was hungry now for something completely different. Our teeth crashed against each other, our tongues tangled and our hearts beat in a furious rhythm. 

My fingers wound through his hair, black and silver strands knotted around my fingers. I needed so much more than I could possibly ask for right now. Shadow had me by the ass, his fingers digging in. The pain was as delicious as his lips. My body tingled, awakening from its slumber.

It was supposed to be just a kiss. But it was so much more than that. 

We separated with a gasp. If Shadow hadn’t held me my knees would’ve given out. I hadn’t let myself feel anything like that since the doctor came into my hospital room and gave me the news about Ryan. Feeling things wasn’t always good. It led to loss and heartbreak. I needed to remember that, now that Shadow had catapulted me back to the top of the mountain. It was a long, hard way down.

But not before I went up on my tiptoes for another taste. Shadow groaned against my mouth, this time slipping his hand under my shirt, stroking my back. I cringed, not used to that kind of touch. I’d gained so much weight since the accident. I didn’t know myself in this body, for so many reasons. But Shadow either didn’t see it or didn’t care. 

This wasn’t right. I shook my head. I was either bat shit crazy or kissing someone who was definitely not human. Either way, I was bound to get hurt. This was exactly what everyone wanted me to do. Move on. But I couldn’t. My pain had become my armor, a second skin. I wasn’t ready to rip the bandage off.

“What will you do once your brothers are free?” I’d recovered from the kiss enough to break away from him. I needed to get him thinking about the world outside this room before we went to a place we couldn’t come back from. 

Shadow’s eyes were still heavy-lidded, lust drunk, and he scraped his teeth against his swollen bottom lip. 

“Regroup. We haven’t been human since spring. Figure out why someone wanted us dead, if it wasn’t Ryker. And if it was, deal with him.” His chest rose with his breath. 

“What do you want to do?” I asked. Shadow had lost so much. I knew he was the leader of his pack, even though he and one of the other wolves fought all the time. He wasn’t going to have the luxury of time before he had to make decisions. I didn’t envy him. 

When I was in his position, I ran away from everything I’d ever known.

Shadow’s eyes were focused on something I couldn’t see. Clear and blue like the summer sky. For a minute, I thought he’d forgotten anyone was with him. 

“I want the same things I always have. I want the fighting and the petty bullshit to stop. I want my family to be safe and comfortable. I want the packs to be able to get along with each other and the people in The Falls.” He turned back to me, those eyes glittering and warm, like rays of sunshine fell from them. “And now, I want you.”
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Chapter Nine
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Shadow

“What am I supposed to do with four naked men in my house? I only have one more pair of sweatpants.” Trina laughed nervously. She’d been so quiet since I told her what I wanted. Everything that brought me to her showed me how precious life was. I didn’t have time to dance around my feelings. “Don’t get any ideas. Because that isn’t going to happen.”

“Damn straight it wouldn’t.” I’d never let any of them lay a finger on her. “We have a ton to talk about. I have no idea what’s happened to the Lowe properties.”

“Who are the Lowes?” She wrung her hands in her lap. After the beer she’d drank, I insisted she let me drive. Although we weren’t much better off with me behind the wheel. My motor skills hadn’t totally gone back to human yet.

“Major and Xavier. We’ve been rivals forever. But since Ryker captured all of us, we’re trying to work together to take the bastard out.”

“Are they the wolves you always fight with?” she asked.

“Yeah.” I sighed, having to concentrate on the road and not Trina. I was on sensory overload. “There can only be one alpha, and neither Major nor I will back down. Things should make more sense now we’re human again. Baron and Dallas are my brothers.”

“I can kind of tell who is who,” she said. “Major and Xavier have redder fur.”

“Yeah,” I said. Trina didn’t miss a detail in that shelter. “No one will hurt you. It will just be for the night. Then we’ll be gone.”

I didn’t intend for the last word to have a bite. 

“Where will you go?” she asked softly.

“Not sure yet.”

“You can stay with me as long as you need to.” She bit that sweet, plump lip and I almost drove off the road. “I have a responsibility to make sure you make it home safe. Wherever that is. I know you want something else. I don’t know if I can give that to you.”

“Who hurt you, Trina?” I asked. The pain was so clear in her voice. The battle scars were tattooed all over her body. 

“Don’t,” she hissed, turning back toward the window.

“Why not?” I knew I was pushing too hard too fast. I’d spent almost every minute of the last two weeks with this woman, even if I wasn’t human. I’d seen her shrink away from people. I’d comforted her while she cried. “Who did this?”

“Nobody!” she cried. I slammed on the brake at the stop sign from the force of the word. Granger Falls didn’t have any stoplights. The truck rocked—Trina needed new shocks. There were a lot of things she needed. Our gazes locked, thankfully we were the only ones at the intersection. 

“I did it to myself.” 

Not what I expected.

“I don’t need you to feel bad for me,” she continued. “I can see it all over your face and I hate that. That’s the look everyone gives me when they think I should move on. I’m not ready. I don’t know if I ever will be.” She turned away, shaking her head, but then looked back to me. “What’s the worst thing you’ve ever done?” 

The truck idled at the intersection. If we wanted to, we could’ve got out and walked to the shelter from here. But it seemed a million miles away. 

“I’ve hunted.” I pressed my lips together. “I’ve killed.”

I had a responsibility to make sure Trina made it home safe, too. When I said I’d protect her, I meant it. Even if it was from herself. 

Trina stopped in the parking lot, pressing her lips together. “You’ve killed, but I’m safe tonight, helping you and your friends?”

“You’ve never been safer.”

An uproar greeted us in the shelter as soon as we opened the door. Dogs, cats, and birds all losing their shit over the wolves that had turned to men. Fear, jealousy, and awe. You didn’t have to be animal to pick up on what was going on.

“Trina! Is that you?” Major’s voice boomed through the small shelter and the other animals quieted. Didn’t matter what species they were, they all knew who was alpha.

“How does everyone know my name?” Trina whispered. All the wolves sat in their crates, naked and human, but patient. This wasn’t the same panic as when Ryker had trapped us in a broken down shed in his farm. Now it was finally over.

“We can understand everything you say, no matter what form we’re in,” I explained, opening Baron’s door first. My brother crawled out and smothered me in a bear hug. He was still unsteady on his feet and we staggered backward. 

Dallas and Xavier joined into our pile once Trina freed them, but Major kept his distance. I looked over at Trina, who seemed so small in the shelter now. She’d been our queen here, and now she’d looked like she’d landed on another planet. 

“I’ll wait for you all in the truck,” she said quickly and ran out the door. 

“She’s freaked out,” Major said, still looking at the door. “Your plan backfired.”

He fucking nailed it, but I wasn’t going to give him the satisfaction of gloating about it. 

“Of course she’s freaked out,” I said. Major didn’t deserve to know Trina’s secrets. “She needs time to get used to it.”

“You still think you’re going to be her protector, and she’s looking at us like we’re freaks. She doesn’t want you, man. Let’s go home. To the forest. Forget about her.”

“We can’t.” Everyone stopped their chatter and looked at me. “Our house was burned down. The investigators declared all of us dead. Trina’s been having trouble with Ryker and the rest of the town. We owe her. She saved our lives. We won’t leave her when she’s under attack.”
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Chapter Ten
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Trina

“Have you had trouble in town before?” Major asked once we all settled into my living room. I’d never had this many guests in my house, and I wasn’t comfortable being around this many people, period. A quick stop at Walmart solved the clothing problem. I’d honestly expected them to all be gone when I came back to the truck, but they waited for me. So far, Shadow was true to his word. Now the guys had sweats, sneakers, food, and beer. I wasn’t so bad at this hostess thing after all. 

“I’ve always been the weird lady asking for money for the animals.” I sat next to Shadow on the couch and smiled awkwardly. Our legs touched and a couple of times and he almost put his arm around me, but pulled away. The heat of his body would comfort me if I let it. “People are funny about the shelter. Too much ugly truth. But no real trouble until the dog fight.”

“So it’s probably Ryker,” Baron added. He leaned forward so he could look at me, probably to see if anything changed about me since he shifted. I felt like the one who was other in the room. “Have you heard anything about Shea Lowe?”

I shook my head. “Never heard of him.”

“Shea would go back to the forest.” Major dismissed whatever Baron was trying to get at. “He’d never go to town.”

“Why didn’t he come for us?” Dallas asked. I had to say their names to myself as they spoke. I had the families straight, but not each brother yet. Dallas was smaller and younger than Baron, but all the men appeared to be at least thirty. Xavier had yet to say a word. “You’d think he’d find his brothers. Your pack....”

Xavier lunged forward. Major stiff-armed him and stood, approaching Dallas.

“Oh, hell no.” I wedged myself between them. Major was almost a foot taller than me, but I glared at him, setting my lips in an angry line. He didn’t dare cross me. “I might’ve let you get away with this shit in the shelter, but you won’t do it here. You’re going to act like grown men. You’d think after all you’ve been through you’d know better than to go straight to violence.”

Major’s eyes brimmed with anger, but he didn’t move. 

“There’s a lot we have to get used to,” he grumbled before he sat back down. 

My body shook when I settled on the couch. Shadow squeezed my hand and leaned over to whisper, “Do you know how long I’ve been trying to get him to back down like that? And you just handled it.”

Major glared at us. I winked at him. Tomorrow they could do whatever they wanted, but tonight I was the alpha. Which reminded me. 

“Whatever you guys decide to do, I’d really like it if you came back to the shelter with me in the morning. Kiera and Lyssie will want to know what’s happened.” I chuckled. “If I tell them and they don’t see it with their own eyes, they’ll have me committed.”

Baron and Dallas nodded, but Major and Xavier exchanged a look of doubt. 

“I think that’s a good idea,” Shadow added. He hadn’t let go of my hand yet. He’d found his in. 

“I’d like to thank them for everything they’ve done for us,” Major said, not taking his eyes off  Shadow. He wasn’t backing down.

The night had been a complete emotional roller coaster and it was already past midnight. 

“You guys can stay up as long as you want, but I’m going to bed. I go into the shelter at six.” The girls would be waiting for me. I stood, not letting go of Shadow. “No fighting. Or you’ll all be out on the lawn.”

I didn’t trust them to not go at each other’s throats. Specifically Major and...anyone, really. But especially Shadow. I hoped I could trust these men in my house. I had the false security of familiarity. Sort of. The full moon changed everything.

Someone stopped me from closing my door. Shadow was right behind me. 

“Do you want me to stay in here with you?” His voice was low, and his expression hidden by the darkness of my bedroom. I sucked in a sharp breath. “I want you to feel safe. I’ll sleep on the floor.”

I looked back to the living room. None of the guys had said a word since they wished me a good night. 

Maybe Shadow was looking for an easy in. Maybe he knew something I didn’t. I was too tired to run through all the worst case scenarios in my mind. I left the gun in the living room. It had fallen between the couch and the wall and as long as Major didn’t find it, we should all make it through the night peacefully. 

If I kept Shadow and Major apart...oh, fuck it. I needed to stop making excuses for what I wanted. I nodded and opened the door wider, letting him follow me in. I couldn’t put words or reason to it yet, but I wanted Shadow. 

There wasn’t much left in here; any extra pillows and blankets had been brought out to the living room for the guys. I didn’t have much. Sleepovers weren’t usually my thing. 

“You don’t have to sleep on the floor,” I could barely hear myself speak. “I won’t make you sleep in the dog bed.”

We both sat tentatively on either side of the bed, the tension pushing and pulling between us like a magnetic force. The mix of wanting to crawl into his arms and to run as far away from here as possible made me dizzy. Shadow broke the trance first, easing under the sheets and laying down. My extra pillow was in the living room, but he slid his arm under his head, used to making do with nothing. 

“Good night, Trina,” he said before he closed his eyes.

I watched him lay like that for what seemed like a long time until I was too exhausted to keep my eyes open. Shadow’s breathing had slowed, deep and even. Peaceful. I was jealous. I slipped down beside him, wondering what he dreamed about, and brushed a strand of hair away from his face. He didn’t stir. His lips were slightly parted. Full and dark pink; did they ever taste good tonight. Earthy yet still sweet. I couldn’t stop myself from touching them, ghosting my fingers over his bottom lip. Shadow’s eyes snapped open, but I didn’t move away.

Instead, his gaze made me bolder. I traced the entire outline of his mouth, ran my fingers down the bridge of his nose and over the stubble on his chin. He rolled back as I brushed the backs of my fingers along his cheekbones. Now his breath hitched, his chest rose dramatically but didn’t fall. Was it even possible that he was feeling the same way I was inside? 

Shadow had known just what to do. He had to let me come to him tonight. I crawled over and pressed my lips against his. I wasn’t sure if he’d let me in or not.

He did, his strong arm circling my back, engulfing me in his body. That earthy scent was everywhere as he pulled my bottom lip away and ran his tongue along my teeth. I groaned, everything he did was so sure and seductive. I was going to drown in him if I didn’t come up for air.

I gasped for breath against his shoulder. 

“I don’t deserve this.” The pleasure was pulling up too many emotions. The lows had their fists drawn against the highs. Everything was too vivid. “You don’t understand.”

“No, I don’t.” Shadow stroked my hair, his arm pulling tighter around me. If I had the chance, I’d wriggle free. “You’re a beautiful woman, inside and out. You saved my life. Everything you do makes things better. You deserve to feel good.”

I couldn’t explain to him why he was wrong. The thoughts made perfect sense in my head, but words failed me every time. The slow rhythm of his fingers in my hair lulled me to a place where I didn’t care so much anymore about all the reasons I shouldn’t let him make me feel better. I wanted this, and I’d let myself feel bad about it later.

Shadow bumped my chin up, then repeated the motions that I’d woken him up with. It was such a gentle move. My fingers started to explore again, the lines of his neck, his collarbone. I drew away from him enough that I could trace my fingers over the muscles of his chest, his nipples pebbling through the fabric of the T-shirt I’d bought for him. 

The next kiss wasn’t as sweet. We needed something primal from each other. All the things I couldn’t say dissolved into Shadow’s body, and his touch made them all better. I moaned as he rolled over, his body heavy against mine. There was no denying that he wanted me. I slid a hand between us, stroking his erection. He groaned against my mouth, but he covered my hand with his, guiding me inside his sweatpants. 

“That feels so good,” he said between ragged breaths. We could barely tear away from each other enough to get our clothes off. I’d already known his body was perfect since he’d come into the house after the shift tonight with nothing. And unless his vision had changed after his shift, he’d known what he was getting with me, too. I’d made no effort to hide myself from him when he’d come to my house as a wolf that I was nursing back to health. 

It didn’t make me any less self-conscious. My stomach and thighs felt like pudding when I touched them. I had rolls on my back that only went away if I held my arms over my head. There was no hiding that now. Letting myself go wasn’t exactly the way I’d describe it. Dealing with things the best way that I could was more like it. 

Shadow had no complaints about what he saw. He wasted no time starting his exploration. His mouth was everywhere; long, slow strokes and quick little nips. His hair tickled everything it touched. My skin was so sensitive, my body waking up from a deep slumber. I almost begged him to pay attention to my nipples; they were already rock hard before his lips grazed the tips. The sensation was too much. I cried out, covering my mouth with my hand so the rest of my guests wouldn’t hear, my back curling off the mattress. 

Shadow didn’t stop, instead he sucked harder, painfully slow. He ran his fingertips over the other nipple, the soft sensation in such contrast to what his mouth was doing I couldn’t even think. I writhed and bucked below his body, and our hips began to work in rhythm. Shadow’s hot, hard erection bumped against my thigh. 

“Keep doing what you’re doing,” I gasped. My fingernails dug into his back. 

“You like that?” He tipped his face up so I could just see his eyes. Even in the low light of the room, they sparkled with need and desire and something else I wasn’t familiar with. His fingers slipped between my legs. My body wasn’t keeping any secrets. “I guess you do.” He laughed before I had a chance to answer. 

His fingers were just as tantalizingly slow as he danced and teased the swollen folds of my pussy, swirling around before he actually touched my clit. Waves of sensation rocked through my body on contact. It had been way too long since I’d let myself feel anything like this. Guilt rushed in behind the pleasure. You shouldn’t let him do this to you. You’ve done terrible things and don’t deserve this.

Oh, shut up. 

I ripped the skin on Shadow’s back and made a quick journey down to his round, perfect ass. Whatever he’d done tonight, I swear it was a Full Moon Fever, he’d made more of a breakthrough than five years of therapy ever had. Than all the time in the shelter. Shadow was the only one who’d ever been able to get me to ignore the demons that had claimed my soul.

Shadow slipped two fingers inside me, and I didn’t have time to think about any more breakthroughs as he curled them forward, stroking my inner walls. I mewled, the feeling of another human being inside of me while his mouth continued to work my nipple, bringing pleasure dancing to every surface of my existence, was going to break me into a thousand pieces. I’d never go back together the same way again. 

And that was the best thing that could ever happen to me.

The girl who’d sat on the porch with Shadow, the wolf, tonight would’ve tried to stop this climax from coming. But now, I welcomed it. My inner muscles clamped down on his fingers, but his movements became more frenzied. I rode the waves of pleasure, crying out, clutching Shadow’s back, bringing my fingers to his hair. We’d melted together, our movements a dance. 

I’d barely caught my breath when Shadow rolled up off me, taking his cock in one hand. “Do you have any condoms?” he asked.

I shook my head. “It’s been a...long time since I’ve had to worry about it.”

He narrowed his eyes, but he didn’t question me. “We can’t get human diseases as werewolves. So you don’t have to worry about that. But I think I can get you pregnant.”

That got my attention. “You think?”

“There haven’t been half-wolves in a very long time.” He leaned down and kissed my stomach. His face was troubled, and he didn’t meet my eyes. “But there also are very few female wolves. So if the packs are going to survive...I’m scaring you.”

“No.” I was interested in what he had to say. “Unless you’re trying to get me knocked up tonight.”

“No.” He laughed, and his whole demeanor relaxed. “If we’re going to survive as a species, we need to adapt. But tonight, I don’t want to think about any of that. I’m so tired of all the bad shit. This is what I’d wanted, all those months locked up and starving, and even once you found us. I wanted to be a man again. You make me feel like a man, Trina.”

“I feel the same way.” My eyes widened and I laughed so hard when I realized what I’d said. “No! Not like a man. You make me feel like a whole person. It’s been a long time.” 

Shadow nodded, still smiling. “Do you still want to do this?”

I kissed him, that was my answer. I wanted all of him. He pressed his cock against me and I fell back, welcoming him home. He stretched me slowly, going in deep and pressing little kisses on my cheeks and eyelids before he started moving. He rocked his hips back and forth, his rhythm slow and steady but as need pulsed between us, he thrust harder.

“Am I hurting you?” he asked. “I know it’s been a long time.” 

And his cock was huge. But it felt better than I could ever explain. I’d had no idea how empty I was until Shadow filled me. “You can’t hurt me.”

That delicious pulsing was back, my pussy clenching his shaft as he moved inside me. I gave myself completely over to this orgasm, letting the lightning bolts shoot through my body as Shadow fucked me. He kissed me to keep me quiet, absorbing my energy back into his body, and letting it spur his own climax.

He pulled out of me before he came. I wrapped my fingers around his pulsing shaft, moving them up and down in time to the frantic beat of my heart. He was already slick from being inside me, and as I lowered my mouth down to his tip, he came completely undone. 

We lay in a heap, tangled in the ruined bed, for a long time before either of us was able to say anything. Our breath slowed from a pant back to normal. Neither of us could keep our hands off each other. In the past, this was always the hardest part for me. The honesty, being totally exposed. But tonight, for the first time in a long time, I felt good. Strong, confident, deserving, and most of all, beautiful.

“Thank you.” I kissed him on the lips softly. Shadow raised an eyebrow, but his lids were so heavy. Sleep was seconds away from claiming both of us. “You saved me tonight.”
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Chapter Eleven

[image: image]


Trina

This was going to be awkward.

My truck was full of men who’d been wolves when Kiera and Lyssie left Forever Home Animal Shelter last night. We’d rescued them two weeks ago from a dog fighting ring and had no idea at the time that they were wolves. With the full moon, the wolves shifted into men like they’d jumped out of a birthday cake. 

Surprise.

The girls waited for me in the parking lot in the soft fuzz of daybreak. Kiera looked up from the travel mug she never put down in the morning. She should’ve just opted for an IV coffee drip. Her eyes almost fell out of her head when she saw our animal wagon rambling down the dirt driveway. I’d left my beat down pickup truck in the parking lot last night. Given all the trouble we’d been having at the shelter lately, they were definitely freaking out that I wasn’t there with it. 

“Trina, are you okay?” Lyssie asked, both ladies making a beeline to the truck when I parked. “We were just about to call the police. I mean, your truck is here, and you weren’t, and the door was locked. Kiera thought maybe you took the work truck to get gas or something, but if you were late, we knew something was wrong.”

Good thing I was never late. 

Major Lowe snorted in the back of the truck, but the girls hadn’t seen him yet. Playing nice wasn’t his thing, and that was what I’d asked him to do this morning. I didn’t know him in human form yet, but I’d watched him a lot as a wolf. He’d think I owed him, even after all I’d done for him.

He’d have to get over it. I’d never been interested in pissing contests.

“Yeah. Everything’s fine.” I slid out of the truck, pushing the seat forward so the rest of my passengers could get out. Major and his brother Xavier followed, much to the ladies’ open-mouthed shock. They plastered themselves against the dented body of my truck as Shadow, Baron, and Dallas Channing loaded out of the passenger’s side.

“Wh-What’s going on?” Kiera managed. 

Until last night, I had a much easier time connecting with animals than people. Shadow Channing unlocked a part of me I’d been terrified to face. 

“These are the dogs we rescued from the fight,” I said. “Kiera and Lyssie, meet Shadow, Baron, Dallas, Major, and Xavier.” I didn’t bother with the family names. Let them draw their own lines in the sand. Like I said, no pissing contests on my watch. 

Shadow stepped forward. Even thinned out from captivity, he was six feet of gorgeous, rippling muscle with long black and silver-streaked hair. He flashed that killer smile that made me forget every single one of my hang-ups last night. 

What had I done? Last night, we’d had mind-blowing sex. This morning, we’d barely talked. Now it was time for the freakout. I definitely didn’t regret it (or did I?), but what if he did? He’d been stuck in his wolf form for months, starved, beaten, and close to death. Of course he wanted a woman. And I’d just handed myself over like a White Elephant gift. Now he could have his life back, and he might not want me in it. I hated overthinking things. 

Shadow extended a hand, but Kiera ignored it, scrubbing her hand over her face, and turned to Lyssie. Kiera was not a morning person. “Did we drink last night? Or smoke?”

Lyssie shook her head but didn’t take her eyes off the guys. “Did the cream in the coffee go bad?”

“What the fuck, Trina?” Kiera got to the point. “What the hell happened? If you can’t talk in front of them, use some sort of code.” 

“Yeah, that will work now that you told them.” I rolled my eyes, laughing. If the employees of Forever Home were good at anything, it was being awkward. “Why don’t I let one of the guys explain?”

“I will,” Shadow offered. Major glowered in the background. “We’re shapeshifters. Ryker, the guy who captured us in the dog fighting ring, is also a shapeshifter. We’re strongest at the full moon, which is why we were able to shift last night. On the new moon, we’re weak. The fight you rescued us from was the night of the new moon.”

Thankfully Lyssie was leaning against my truck. All the color drained from her face, and I was pretty sure I was going to have to bust out my rusty CPR moves to revive her. 

“So what does that mean for us?” Kiera’s words came slowly. “Why are you still here?”

“They’re going to help us,” I jumped in before Shadow continued. I spoke the same language as these women. Suspicion. Cynicism. Heartache. “We could use the manpower to repair the front of the building, and Shadow said he’d help us raise money for the rest of the animals.”

“Of course he did,” Major muttered. I ignored him, but the ladies jerked at the sound of his voice. If looks could kill, I would’ve given him a swift virtual kick to the junk. He couldn’t have chosen his words more carelessly.

“Thank you.” Baron stepped toward Kiera. I wondered if she noticed his blush. Oh yes, she did, and matched it with one of her own. Even I had butterflies. Kiera was a lot like me—quiet around people she didn’t know, thick in all the right places (and some of the wrong ones, depending on who you asked, but fuck those people), and no time for bullshit. “If it wasn’t for all of you, we’d still be starving, filthy, and sick. You saved our lives. We want to pay you back.”

“We need to get back to the forest.” Major stepped forward, popping the dreamy little bubble that had formed around Kiera and Baron. They both jumped like he’d hit them with a lightning bolt. “Our packs are suffering. That’s where we should be focusing. Not sucking up to humans.”

Major didn’t wait for anyone to answer before he walked away from us. 

Shadow grabbed my arm, pulling me in close to his body. The butterflies were back. “He’s such an idiot. He has no idea what he’s talking about.” He sighed before calling to Major, “It’s a long walk.”

“We could ask to borrow a car,” Dallas suggested, wiggling his eyebrows at me. 

Shadow looked back at me. “Could we use the truck?”

“Sure,” I said. The ladies gasped. They had every right to be alarmed. I never acted like this. Trust wasn’t my thing. I was terrified, but something about this man melted all my defenses.

“Want a ride, buddy?” Shadow yelled. 

“No,” Major called over his shoulder but kept walking. “I won’t owe a human anything.”
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Chapter Twelve
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Shadow

“Major is an asshole,” I grumbled as he got smaller with every step. Xavier was on his heels, like always. The ladies chuckled; I wasn’t telling them anything they didn’t already know. “This is what he does. Makes his life as hard as possible then takes it out on everyone else.”

Major jumped first and asked questions later. For years I’d let him dig his own grave, but when it became clear that alpha status was up for grabs, I had to step up. The packs of Sawtooth National Forest had taken a major hit in power, ever since we were kids. Urban sprawl claimed our land without any warning. We were nomadic creatures, but there was nowhere left to run. 

Major and the rest of the Lowe clan had resorted to smuggling livestock, selling it on the black market. They were turning a huge profit now that the sprawl had driven our prey away from the forest. The Channings had always been the peacekeepers. It hadn’t been much of a role until the wolves of Sawtooth ran out of food and even worse, women. 

Our generation was almost all males. Females our age had been sold to wealthier families before they were even born. Those guys weren’t interested in the crap politics of running a pack. It was a different kind of status, being alpha. It was a title held by the strongest and the smartest. The rich could opt out. But to be alpha, you needed a mate. It had never been a problem until now. An alpha without children meant the end of the line for everything the Sawtooth wolves had ever stood for.

We were all born werewolves. It wasn’t something that could be spread with a bite. Life would’ve been easier that way. The females were sought out as soon as the pregnant mother was sniffed out. Girls gave off a different scent, maybe it was similar to the smell of money. Besides my mother, I’d never been close enough to a pregnant wolf to know. The bidding war began before the baby was born, and the girls were treated like porcelain dolls all their lives, pretty things to play with gently but kept behind glass for protection. 

As females became scarcer, the wealthy packs began to have them segregated from the working-class males their age. They didn’t want them to want anything other than they had. Some of the she-wolves rebelled against the system. Their families were working class, and at first, they weren’t taken away from them. The girls had a hard time being treated differently, not realizing it was supposed to be a privilege. They’d sneak out to play with us when we were kids, meeting up with us as teenagers, testing the boundaries of these new arrangements.  It was even crueler, becoming familiar with someone so soft, sweet, and stunningly beautiful but never being able to have them in the way we wanted them.

Historically the wolves had never been very friendly with the humans in town, but we needed them more than any of us wanted to admit. In recent years, many members of the pack had moved to town to survive. We needed food and stable shelter. Hiding our true nature wasn’t always easy, but we had our ways. Major’s willingness to turn his back so quickly on the women who’d saved his life shocked me. He was all wolf, no matter what skin he wore. And he was a fool in all forms.

“What a charmer,” Kiera scoffed, shooting one last glare down the road before Major faded from sight. “He was trouble the whole time he with us.” 

We followed Trina to the front door. There was a strange sort of déjà vu, being on the other side. Barking and birdsong greeted us as Trina opened the door.

“Hey, guys!” She called out just like she did every morning. The residents kicked the chaos up a notch. “We’re back!” 

The ladies went right to work. The morning ritual of opening the crates, letting the dogs and cats get out and run around while they cleaned up and fed everyone was always the same. Despite the fact the animals were in a shelter, they weren’t without love. They still had hope. That was half the battle. 

“Are you guys going to help us or are you going to stand there and watch?” Trina looked over her shoulder as a beagle smothered her in kisses. “You know the drill.”

Her tone was all business, but her eyes danced, teasing. It made everything in my body twitch. She was a completely different woman here than she’d been behind her bedroom door last night. Both sides of her were sexy as hell. 

I promised Trina I’d help at the shelter. Not just because it was the right thing to do, or I had it bad for the owner. During our stay here these animals had become our friends. They’d welcomed us into their home without judgment, and if this was the only home they were ever going to have, honestly, it wasn’t so bad. 

A German Shephard ran over and stopped, sniffing me and then my brothers. Our wolves were always inside us, and he knew it. A quick growl in confusion, then he jumped on Dallas, giving him a tongue bath. Dallas scratched him behind the ears, clapping him on the back. 

Getting the shelter ready for the day was exhausting work. Crawling into the crates, cleaning them out, wrangling the animals. I was used to physical labor, as a contractor I built houses for a living, but my human muscles hadn’t been used like this in a long time. 

“What are you going to do today?” Trina asked over coffee. This was part of the ritual. Take care of the animals and then the ladies would sit in the common area and have breakfast. Predictability ended here; every day at Forever Home brought some sort of surprise. “You must be dying to get back to the forest. You can borrow the truck. I won’t make you walk back like Major.”

“Don’t pick Major up if you see him,” Kiera added as she sipped her coffee. “Is he always like that?”

“He’s always a ray of sunshine.” Baron sat close to her, and they shared a smile that the rest of us weren’t included in.

“We’ve got to go see Mom,” Dallas said. “She must be beside herself.”

“Yeah, that’s the first thing we have to do.” I took my last bite of toast. I’d missed food so much while we’d been held hostage in our wolf forms. Ryker fed us just enough to keep us skinny and mean, and Trina did the best she could with what she had. I was ready to be a man again, for everything it meant. I needed to take care of things.

But what I did after that was totally up in the air. My house was gone, my clients had gone to my memorial service, and there was no telling what had happened in the forest while we were gone. 

**
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MY MOTHER FAINTED WHEN we walked up the cracked stone path to her cabin. We ran to the door, catching her before she hit the ground. She was so tiny next to the work-hardened bodies of me and my brothers, but her heart was huge. It must have been smashed to pieces thinking we were gone.

“I have to be dreaming.” Her words slurred as she came to, propped up on the couch. 

“No, you’re not.” I leaned down and kissed her forehead. “We’re home, Mom.”

She caught my face in her hands, smothering me in kisses, then looked over at my brothers. “Get over here,” she said, opening her arms to hug them both. “I never thought I’d be able to hold my boys again.” Her eyes squeezed shut, and a tear slipped down. They opened, looking around. “Where’s Archer?”

Baron and Dallas looked to me. Sometimes being the oldest sucked. If I wanted to be alpha, I needed to own it. All the dark shit, all the things people didn’t want to hear. It all fell on me. 

“He’s gone, Mom.” I swallowed hard and she dissolved against Baron’s shoulder. “He fought hard, but we couldn’t save him.”

Mom slumped back against the couch, learning that her youngest son was dead once again, and this time it was going to stick. “Where the hell have you boys been?”

“That bastard Ryker got us,” Dallas growled. “He kept us captive and made us fight the Lowes.”

Wait a minute. “No one in Sawtooth knew about this? Word never made it back here that he got raided for dog fights? They took his livestock and everything.”

“It did. But I never assumed you boys were there because...” Mom didn’t have to finish. “I would’ve done anything to get you out of there.”

“When was the fire?” Baron asked. 

“About six months ago.” Mom shuddered at the memory. 

We’d known all along that Ryker was behind the fire, but the pieces fit too perfectly together. He’d planned on killing us. The only question was if Major had been in on his plan, baiting us into captivity. His claim to alpha would be uncontested if I was gone. It was a hell of a way to try to get rid of me.

If he was, I could never be in the same pack as him. Alpha or not.

**
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WORD SPREAD QUICKLY we were back. All our neighbors were here. Mom loved a house full of laughter and it had been too long without it. It was a strange combination of celebration and memorial, our return made that much more real by the fact Archer didn’t make it back with us. 

No one said a word about any of the Lowe brothers. Major and Xavier were probably still walking back to Sawtooth. Their village was close enough to ours that their trouble often spilled over. 

“I need to get back to the shelter,” I said, standing up. Even with my friends and family surrounding me, I couldn’t stop thinking of Trina. “I have Trina’s truck.”

“Who’s Trina?” Mom’s face lit up at the mention of a woman. With no chance of a wolf mate, there weren’t many women worth mentioning in her presence. But it didn’t mean she didn’t want us to settle down. Four sons over twenty-five and not a grandkid in sight. It was making her antsy. 

“The woman who runs the shelter. She broke up the fighting ring.” My body was on point thinking of her, of last night. It had been everything I’d been fantasizing about the whole time I was held captive in my wolf form. If all went well I wouldn’t be back here tonight. Trina was a hard woman to read. So open one minute and guarded the next. I wasn’t fooling myself by making assumptions. 

“Is that all?” Mom asked with a raised eyebrow.

“For now.” Baron punched my arm. I whacked him back. I didn’t respond to the oohs and ahhs.

“Shadow Channing, are you leaving without saying goodbye to your mother?” Mom chased after me. “After I thought I’d never see you again?”

“No.” I stopped and wrapped my arms around her. As little as she was, she could still rock me back and forth. “I’m not going anywhere this time.”

“Who’s this Trina woman? Don’t try to tell me nobody. You can’t lie to me, Shadow.”

I laughed, pulling Mom in closer. That damn grin was back, the same one that spread over my face any time Trina popped into my mind. I must’ve looked like an idiot half the day, smiling at nothing. “I think she could be someone special. But she’s human.”

“Don’t let the pack speak louder than your heart. There isn’t anyone here for you to mate with, and when you boys were gone” –she squeezed her eyes closed and shook away a fresh onslaught of tears— “I thought that was it for our family. Our future was gone. You all deserve better than to be forgotten.”

“They’ll kill her,” I said. Major, and anyone else who thought they had a legit claim to the pack, would see a human mate as a weakness. Not only that she was as strong as a wolf, but that she would be my weakness. Anyone who hurt her, hurt me. “I can’t put her at risk like that.” 

But I already had, last night when I went to her bed. Major had been in the next room, and he’d make sure to use this to advantage.

“They’ll see it’s the only way. You must take the lead on this. She’ll help you build your kingdom.” My mom patted my chest, just over my heart. “Baron and Dallas will take your lead. We need the humans too much for the wolves to hurt them.”

I wanted her to be right, but I wasn’t so sure.
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Chapter Thirteen
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Trina

“You can head out,” I said. Kiera and Lyssie stared at me, waiting for me to finish the end of day paperwork. Today the shelter had felt so empty without the wolves. The good news was we could take five more guests.  But the bad news was Shadow was no longer mine. 

I couldn’t stop thinking about last night, his body on top of mine, his lips everywhere, the way he filled me. For a little while, I was able to forget everything that had brought me to this place. But this morning, it was all still there. As much as I wanted to move on, I was scared shitless. So many things unknown.

And Shadow. He was gorgeous. Kind. And an amazing lover. I hadn’t known him as a man even twenty-four hours yet and my emotions were already so frigging intense. 

“Do you need a ride home?” Kiera asked. “You can’t stay here tonight, Trina. I hate it when you do this. Everything’s all set. You need to have a life, too.”

I hated it when she started barfing up therapist speak. It was all we really had in common, that and the animals. Kiera and Lyssie had hit it off, they were roommates and were always together. I was happy for them, but it made me feel even more alone. But I had my grief, the most awkward third wheel possible. “Shadow’s coming back with my truck.”

“Will you text me when he gets here?” she asked, and I nodded like she didn’t just call me a liar. I mean, I could drive the rescue truck, but it cost a fortune in gas I couldn’t spare, and it was too hard to control. One accident was enough for a lifetime. I couldn’t hurt anyone else.

The shelter at night was so peaceful. I loved listening to the animals wind down for the day. If they could find peace here then I could, too. I’d stay late and finish my work uninterrupted. No calls, no questions. And I didn’t have to think about anything outside of the shelter.

“Hey.” Shadow stood in the lobby. I didn’t hear the door open. I jumped, my heart slamming against my chest with surprise. “Sorry. I knocked.”

“I zone out after hours.” I never realized how much. Shadow was still in the same sweats I’d given him last night. He had nothing. I needed to stop being so wrapped in my own head. This guy had it much worse than I did, and he wasn’t throwing a pity party. “How was your mom?”

His face lit up.

“Amazing.” He swallowed hard. “Telling her about Archer sucked.”

I couldn’t look at him anymore. 

“I’m sorry,” I mumbled. 

Shadow knelt beside me, crooking his finger under my chin. “Look at me,” he said softly. His voice vibrated against my skin and parts of me that I hadn’t paid attention to until he’d walked into my life. “What happened to Archer wasn’t your fault. The Lowes were gunning for him because that was the only way they were going to get to me.”

He squeezed his eyes closed, bowing his head, his pain still harrowing. I took a deep breath, not convinced, but I nodded, pressing my lips together and managed a wobbly smile. 

Shadow’s hand dropped to my leg and he laced his fingers between mine. “Want to take a ride out to my old house with me? I figured today was a good day to get all the shit I don’t want to deal with out of the way.”

“I’d love to.” I wanted to see a piece of Shadow’s old life, if anything was left. The more I knew him, the easier it would be for me to let him in. I’d shut everyone out for so long, I needed practice. “Will you be able to see anything in the dark?”

“Dark isn’t a problem for me. Wolves can see in the dark like the sun is out. They’ve probably cleaned up the site, but I have to know what happened. And I don’t want to go alone.” He shuddered, and all I wanted to do was kiss him and make it all go away.

He kept admitting his vulnerabilities to me, but he’d stood up to Major without blinking. 

“I like to think I can see in the dark, too.” Awkward. I was trying to be profound, but it wound up sounding totally weird. This is why I spent most of my time with animals. I cringed, waiting for Shadow’s reaction. He squeezed my hand, understanding what I meant. 

It didn’t take us long to drive through the town. Most of the residents lived on the outskirts and in the forest.

“A lot of shifters live in town now,” Shadow said. “It’s easier.”

“Like who?” I didn’t have many friends in Granger Falls, but gossip like this was too good to pass up.

“Let’s see.” Shadow grinned. “Jacques who runs The Redheaded Stepchild. Have you ever been to the Full Moon Fever parties?”

“Nope.” I was embarrassed to admit I’d never even been to The Redheaded Stepchild. Kiera invited me out sometimes, but I preferred to drink alone.

Shadow shot me a sideways glance and smirked. “Oh, I’m definitely bringing you next month.” 

“Okay.” I could pretend I was excited about that. The idea of all those people and shifters was already freaking me out. “Who else?”

“A couple of the police officers, Fred who owns the antique shop.” No surprise there. I’d be more shocked to find out that guy was human. “The mayor.”

“What?” I shrieked. “No. Way.”

“Yeah. Think about it. It makes sense. There are more shifters in Sawtooth than residents of Granger Falls. Or at least at one time there was. So to make sure everyone plays nice, Southworth ran for office. The humans didn’t have a better option.”

“Would you ever do that?” I knew Shadow cared deeply about the packs. Unlike Major, he didn’t have a chip on his shoulder about humans. And Southworth wasn’t a favorite in town, either. Everything was making sense now. “He’s up for reelection. Is he part of your pack?”

He didn’t answer right away. 

“I would,” he said quietly. “And no, Southworth isn’t in our pack. Packs mostly form between families, and our villages in the forest. We recognize and respect the leaders of each pack. There was some talk of combining our pack with the Lowes to take care of Ryker, but I don’t think Major and I can work together. All of the packs need to go in a different direction. But before I think about any of that, I have to rebuild what I had first.”

“I think you’d make a great leader.” 

He didn’t answer me, because we’d pulled up at the place that used to be his home. The dirt driveway was still there, and a few hulls of burned out cars remained. 

Shadow didn’t get out of the car right away. He gripped the steering wheel, staring straight ahead. I wanted to touch him, but I knew sometimes that made things worse. This was the kind of feeling I was all too familiar with. The realization that everything could change in an instant, no matter how much you wanted everything to stay the same. 

“It’s all gone,” he said to himself. “Like we were never even here.”

“I’m sorry.” I put my hand over his. Shadow’s body was tense like he’d forgotten he had company, but my touch softened him. “Did you live here with your brothers?”

“Yeah.” Shadow managed a grin. “All four of us. Some wild stuff happened here.”

“Tell me a story.” I wanted to get to know Shadow the human, the one that existed before his house burned down and he spent six months in chains. 

The smile widened. “One night, after a Full Moon Fever party at The Redhead, everyone came back here for the after party. There was a motorcycle in my bedroom the next morning. And half the packs were passed out on my lawn, naked. Think of The Hangover, Idaho style.”

“You want to bring me to one of these parties?” I raised an eyebrow. I hadn’t taken Shadow as a party guy. Maybe it was a way that problems got solved between the packs. But that party sounded like my own personal hell. 

“We’ll break you in.” I had no problem seeing the smoldering look in his eyes, even in the dark. “Don’t worry.”

I didn’t doubt he would.

Shadow took my hand as we walked around the property. Every so often, he’d murmur something about the house, a log cabin he and his brothers had built themselves. 

“This is where the deck was. I loved sitting out here on nights like this.”

“Do you own the land?” I asked as he turned to me. He took my other hand in his too. After last night, it shouldn’t have seemed so intimate, but his touch was getting even more intense. 

“Yeah.” He drifted back to another memory. “It’s all mine.”

“You could always rebuild.”

“I know. But it’ll never be the same.” Shadow sighed, walking back to the truck. He didn’t have to add without Archer. I followed him, already wanting to touch him again. 

“Tell me about it,” I said more to myself than him. His pain was tangible with the corpse of his former life sprawled out in front of us. 

“What happened to you, Trina?” I almost walked right into him when he turned around. My heart slammed against my ribcage, a different sort of impact. “I brought you here because I knew you’d understand what I was going through. But I don’t know why. Who do you cry for?”

“What?” Oxygen stopped flowing to my brain. This why I never talked about Ryan. His memory threatened to drag me to the other side. 

I didn’t want to be like this. I wanted to be the smart, funny, light-hearted girl that lived in Portland and loved Ryan. Not the melancholy mess that grieved for him in Idaho. But Ryan took that piece of me with him, and I hadn’t figured out how to get it back. Some days, I could convince myself I was doing better, but Shadow shattered that little misconception. 

“You cry in your sleep,” he continued. “Every night I’ve spent with you, you’ve cried. Even last night. You call out for someone, but I can’t understand who you’re calling for. I thought maybe as a human I could figure it out, but I haven’t yet.” 

He put his arms around me, and I should’ve shrugged away. But I couldn’t move. 

“Who did this to you?”

“I can’t talk about it.” I ducked out from under his arm, breaking into a quick trot until I got back into the safety of my truck. 

Shadow took his time starting the truck. We weren’t in any hurry. Just having him nearby calmed me down. Those ice blue eyes framed by long lashes, the dark skin, that impossibly silky hair. The way his chest rose and fell under his sweatshirt. I swear I could hear his heart beat. Or maybe it was my own blood drumming a tattoo in my ears. 

“I want things to be better for all of us.”

“Me too,” I said softly.

“Whatever it is,” he said as he turned the key in the ignition, “I promise I wouldn’t do it to you.”

That was a promise he was sure to break. 
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Chapter Fourteen
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Shadow

It was the perfect morning to go talk to Major. He’d pissed me off, and I was ready for a fight. 

I was grumpy as hell today. Trina’s couch had seen better days, its springs poked into my ribs as I tried to sleep. I wanted to be in the bed with her, kissing away what hurt. Melting the guard she put up against all humans and letting her be free. I’d ripped a wound open with my question and going to bed with her last night would’ve been taking advantage of a shitty situation.

I tossed and turned but resisted going to her until she cried. It was just a matter of when. She didn’t shun me when I crawled between the sheets, kissing her wet cheeks. 

“It’s gonna get better,” I whispered, rocking her back and forth until she calmed down enough to sleep peacefully. I just wished I believed it. She was twisted inside this pain like a maze, and there was no finding the way out. 

Eventually she fell asleep, letting me hold her while she dreamed. Finally I drifted off, too.

“Sometimes I think I’m dreaming that you’re human,” she said when she woke up, her voice gravelly from her own shitty night’s sleep. “But I wake up and you’re still here.”

“Is that a good thing?” I asked her.

“It’s the best thing.” Her T-shirt and hair were rumpled, and she leaned down shyly to kiss my forehead. I gasped, my erection painful under the tangle of sheets. I looked to the clock, wondering how much time we had before the girls would be waiting for us outside the shelter. “I don’t usually do this, you know. Let guys I don’t know into my bed. All right, I never do this.”

My aching cock was going to have to wait for the shower. I pushed myself up on my elbow. Trina bit her lip, and I’d give anything to get inside that head and know what she was thinking. 

“Since we’re doing this backwards, how about I take you out tonight? We can get dinner and talk. Get to know each other.”

She raised an eyebrow. “Like a date?”

“Exactly like a date.” My heart was pounding just as hard as my dick. I’d been with a lot of women, but I wouldn’t consider any of them dates. No chance of having a mate had equaled no future. My mother’s voice echoed in my head, the only thing that could deflate this erection. The heartache that had been so plain on her face, thinking all of her sons had left her alone. “Where should we go?”

Trina’s face fell, looking around the room. “I don’t have any nice clothes. An animal has marked every single top I have, and—”

“Trina,” I cut her off. “You’ve already got me. I don’t care what you wear. I’d prefer you didn’t wear anything at all. What do you want for dinner?”

She exhaled, more in disbelief than relaxation, but she laughed. “I’d love to go to Sun Valley Saloon. I hear the steak is amazing, but I’ve never been.”

“Why not?”

She shrugged. “I never had anyone to go with.”

I sat up quickly, pulling her into me and returning her forehead kiss. “That’s a not a problem anymore.” I crawled off the bed. If I didn’t get into the shower I was going to explode. “I’ll take you anywhere you want to go.”

**
[image: image]


BEFORE I WENT TO BACK to Sawtooth, I stopped at the Tack and Feed and bought all the dog, cat, and bird food they had. 

“Holy shit.” Trina couldn’t pick her jaw up from her chest when I walked in with the first massive bag of food over my shoulder. When I came back in with the next load, I caught Kiera poking at the bag like it was a rabid animal that could bite at any second, maybe to make sure she wasn’t imagining things. 

“You’re a fucking hero. It sounds cheesy, but it’s true.” Trina’s eyes were glossy with unshed tears. “I wondered how I was going to make it through the rest of the week. You know your crates were taken the minute you guys walked out the door, and with the way I’ve been treated in town since the fights, there haven’t been any donations. I’ve been beside myself. Thank you.”

My smile faded as the little cluster of cabins that Major and the rest of his community lived in came into view. It was shitty of me to have wanted something to have happened to his house, too. Then I could point the finger about my ruined life squarely at Ryker. But with everything as it always was here, it left too many questions.

I went straight to Major without stopping to get my brothers. I needed to do this alone, without anyone interfering. My brothers would follow my lead. They always had. What happened next would determine if all the wolves would follow. 

It didn’t help that the first person I saw was Shea, the bastard who’d killed my brother in the ring. 

“Nice truck,” the shithead said with a smirk. His face was cut and bruised. No surprise he’d found trouble. “My brother tells me you’re shacking up with the shelter chick.”

“Trina. Not ‘shelter chick’.” I shoved my hands in my pockets so I didn’t strangle this asshole. All I could see was my brother’s body bleeding out. “My house is gone, so if you have any other suggestions, I’m all ears.”

“Yeah. I heard. Sorry about that.” Bullshit.

“Your brother here?” I wasn’t here to make small talk.

“Yeah.” Shea didn’t take his eyes off me. “Major. You have company.”

Major sauntered out like he’d never been anywhere else. He was in his regular clothes, jeans and T-shirt, and I was still wearing the clothes Trina had given to me because it was all I had. I’d been too busy to do anything about it. Until now, I hadn’t cared. 

“What do you want, Shadow?”

“Glad to see you made it home.” I emphasized home.

“Why wouldn’t I?”

“I would’ve asked the same question before I went to see mine. There’s nothing left. They dozed the lot after the fire.” Our eyes were locked on one another. “My brothers and I were all reported dead.”

“I heard,” Major said solemnly. “I’m sorry.”

“When did you hear about it?” He looked genuine, but the timing was all too perfect. If I kept asking him questions, I’d catch him in a lie. 

“Yesterday.” Major narrowed his eyes in confusion. “I was with you when it happened.”

“I need to make sure I can trust you, Major, if I’m going to work with you.” I gave him another chance to come clean. “We’re stronger together. Division weakens us.”

“If you’re working with me, I need you here. Taking care of pack business in the forest. We’ve been gone for six months and everything’s a mess. There’s been no leader in Sawtooth the whole time we’ve been gone. Your brothers won’t listen to me without you here. I don’t have time for this bullshit. You don’t need to be fucking playing lap dog at the shelter. That woman did her job. She can’t save you anymore.” His laugh caught on the last few words.

He still thought he could tell me what to do. 

“I’m not working for you, Major.” I didn’t break my gaze. “We’re equals.”

He chuckled again. “We’ll see about that.”
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Chapter Fifteen
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Trina

Tonight I had a date with Shadow Channing and I’d never been so nervous in my life.

There was no reason to be, in theory. We were going to have dinner and get to know each other. He’d already been inside me, so I didn’t have much to hide. But he actually wanted to talk. It wasn’t the wolf that scared the living shit out of me, it was the human. 

Shadow had been grumbly since he’d come back from the forest. I kept waiting for him to say he’d changed his mind. Terrified or not, I wanted to do this. I wasn’t giving him an out.

“I’m going to take a shower,” I said. Once we got out of the truck, I noticed Shadow had new clothes. Jeans and a tight T-shirt that did nothing to hide the hard muscles of his chest under his jacket. I wondered if he’d gone shopping, or if he had a stash at his mother’s house. No matter where he got it, he looked amazing. He raised an eyebrow and my knees went weak. “I’m gross from the shelter. Don’t bother trying to tell me it’s fine. I smell like cat pee and I know it. No one will want to sit near us.”

“Okay,” Shadow grumbled. He sat down, looking uneasy.

“What?” Everyone in Granger Falls knew I ran the shelter, but this shower was non-negotiable. Nothing was more brutal than the stench of cat piss.

The look in his eyes made me shiver. 

“It will be hard to stay out here, knowing what you’re doing in there.” He softened, wiggling his eyebrows. “But we’re trying to do this the right way.”

“If we were doing things the right way.” I walked over to him and put my knee between his legs. He didn’t flinch at the smell, instead looking up at me like he couldn’t believe what was happening. I couldn’t either. I hadn’t done this since...block the thought out, Trina. Don’t feel guilty about this. This man wants you to flirt with him. And you want to do it. “You wouldn’t have seduced me the first night you shifted.”

“I seduced you, hmmmm?” He pulled me down into his lap, his lips hovering just over my skin. But he didn’t kiss me. I nodded. My heart fluttered in my chest so fast I thought it might give out. “I don’t think I remember it that way,” he said.

I wanted so many things. To tell him he was wrong because I wasn’t capable of seducing anyone anymore. To beg him to kiss me, to lay me down on the floor of my living room and run his lips over every inch of my skin. But I also really, really wanted to go out to dinner with Shadow. Not just because I was starving, but because I desperately wanted to go out on a date. I wanted to feel like a woman again. Normal. 

My legs could barely carry me to the bathroom, and I washed my hair twice because I was so distracted. Once I got my head on straight, it didn’t take me long to get ready. I dried my hair and put on the clothes with the least amount of animal damage. Even before the accident, I’d never been a fancy girl who wore a lot of makeup. I’d always kept things simple. Practical. A lot of good that did me. I took a good look at myself for the first time in a long time. I didn’t recognize the person in the reflection, the one with all the rolls and the dark smudges under my eyes. My hair was much longer than it had ever been, and I resisted tying it back as I did every day at the shelter. I wanted to like this woman, I just didn’t know her that well.

Shadow rose when I came back to the living room. 

“I like your hair down,” he said, pulling me in closer to him. Still no kiss, just a deep breath, like he intended to swallow me whole. What a tease. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen it that way.”

I ducked away from him and made a beeline for the door. 

“It’s weird when you say things like that,” I mumbled. I didn’t want to give him the wrong idea. I was into him. Totally into him. But it was overwhelming. “It’s only been a couple of days.”

“For you,” he reminded me. We’d already fallen into an easy pattern, like we knew what the other one wanted. Shadow climbed into the driver's side of my truck. “I had nothing to do but watch you the whole time I was at the shelter.” He chuckled. “That didn’t sound creepy at all.”

“No, it actually didn’t,” I admitted. It was nice to be able to watch the town come into view without worrying about, well, anything tonight. Except for this date. “It’s actually pretty sweet.”

“I think I’d prefer creepy.” Shadow laughed harder, shaking his head. “You’re going to ruin my street cred, Trina, I’m trying to...never mind.”

“You’re trying to what?” Now I was alarmed. He could be trying to be anything, with me held hostage as a passenger in my own vehicle. The Sun Valley Saloon was at the end of this street and I prayed that he’d actually turn into the parking lot. “Now you’re creepy.” 

Shadow looked at me quickly, the smile gone, before turning into the parking lot. I finally exhaled. He could be as creepy as he wanted with witnesses.

“I want to be alpha. I’ll have to fight for the title, and it goes against everything I stand for. But I can’t let Major take the reins and destroy order in the forest, and our chance at a future. He leads by intimidation; his brothers barely speak in his presence. And Shea, that’s the one who ran off, he’s nothing but chaos.” He took a deep breath and closed his eyes. “I think it’s worth fighting for.”

“I do too.” I put my hand over his and the smile was back. “What about running for mayor?”

“I’ve been thinking about it.” He headed toward the restaurant. “I’d need the support of the pack to win.”

“I think you can do it.” If Shadow could get me to come out of my shell, even by the baby steps I’d taken, he could get people do to whatever he wanted. He might not look like a typical politician, with his long, streaked hair and his leather jacket, but Granger Falls was full of hard-working people that didn’t easily trust a fast talker in a suit and tie. “Let me know what I can do to help. I won’t be running for Miss Congeniality or anything, but there must be something I can do that wouldn’t hurt your chances.”

Shadow kissed my forehead as we waited for the hostess. Everyone in the restaurant gasped when we walked in—the guy who they’d all thought was dead and the weird animal lady who put a wrench in everyone’s lives by exposing the dog fights. They turned back to each other, the buzz noticeable as we walked by. But no one approached us.

If Shadow noticed, he didn’t acknowledge it. 

“I’m so excited to be here.” I said, looking at him over my menu. I wanted this night to be about us, our future. Not the past. “Cooking for one person sucks. I’m usually too tired to bother with anything more than a sandwich when I get home.” 

Shadow raised an eyebrow when I ordered a strawberry margarita, or maybe I just imagined it. Drinking had been one of the ways I dealt with Ryan’s death. It was a way to quiet down my brain before I met Shadow. I added a T-bone steak and mashed potatoes to the order. Shadow ordered the same thing and the way he looked at me after he handed his menu to the waitress—I had no idea how we’d make it past the appetizer.

“I have some questions for you, since we’re doing this the right way.” Shadow smirked. “Normal stuff,” he added when my eyes widened, still self-conscious about ordering the drink.

“Okay.” I was doing something I hadn’t done in a long time. Living in the moment. There was no doubt he’d ask me things that would make me squirm. But if we were going to be anything more than whatever it was we were right now—a bundle of nerves and some insane sexual tension—I had to stop running from this. “Go for it.”

“Are you from Idaho?” He started easy.

“No. I grew up in Oregon. South of Portland. I haven’t been home in a long time, but if I concentrate really hard, I can still smell the mint fields.” 

“That explains the Ducks obsession.” Shadow smiled. I’d figured out a way to stream the football games on my computer, and I blasted them at the shelter every Saturday afternoon. “I’m more of a Broncos fan,” he added.

“Boise or Denver?” 

“Boise, of course.” Shadow rolled his eyes and laughed like it should’ve been obvious. “And it’s my alma mater.”

I nodded. “University of Oregon is mine. What did you study?”

“Anthropology. You?”

“Marketing.” The plan had been to go work for an advertising agency. 

Shadow’s eyes widened. “Really?” I expected him to react like that and braced myself for the inevitable next question. “How’d you wind up with a shelter?”

“The degree comes in handy, believe or not. I did work in advertising for a while when I lived in Portland. The shelter is part of my recovery plan.” I took a deep breath and nodded as Shadow’s eyes widened. Time was up, I had to tell him what happened. “CAST, which is the Center for Anxiety and Stress Therapy, placed me in a shelter. I have PTSD. I know people usually associate that with soldiers coming back from active combat, but anyone who’s had a traumatic experience can suffer. I was in a car accident.” 

I lowered my eyes. I had to tell him. “My fiancé was killed.”

The waitress picked the most awkward time to come with our drinks. Shadow put his hand over mine, his thumb rubbing the back of my hand until she left. Maybe the timing wasn’t so horrible. The long, sweet sip of margarita soothed my brain and thwarted the imminent shutdown. 

“I’m so sorry,” Shadow said softly.  

“I was driving.” Instead of my lungs feeling like someone poured cement into them, I felt free. Light. Maybe it was finally time to talk about this. Or maybe it was Shadow. “I hit black ice. I didn’t realize there was anything wrong until it was too late.”

The sound the car made hitting the tree was always fresh in my mind. The dull thump of both of us hitting the windshield. The sickening crack when the airbag hit Ryan at just the right angle to snap his neck. Shadow let me continue the story. “Ryan had proposed to me that night. It was the best and the worst night of my life.”

That’s as far as I got before the sting of tears hit, the air left my lungs, and I had to hide. I covered my face in my hands and tried to make the image go away. 

Shadow put his hand on my knee. I floated up from Hell back into the restaurant. “If you want to tell me about him, I’ll listen. But if you’re not ready—"

“No.” I slid my hands down my face. “That’s the most I’ve ever been able to say. I can’t talk about it. To anyone. The doctors placed me in animal assisted therapy to get me to function as a basic human being. I’d gone totally catatonic. I couldn’t take care of myself, I couldn’t process anything. The animals did the trick, to an extent. I still have a hard time with people, but animals I’m comfortable with.”

“Maybe that’s why you can talk to me.” Shadow smiled. “Because I’m a little bit of both.”

He had a good point. “What’s it like? Being both a man and a wolf?” 

The waitress was back, this time with salad and bread, and she side-eyed me, overhearing my question. Whatever. That’s what she got for eavesdropping. I cut the brown bread and buttered it before handing a piece to Shadow. 

“It’s the best of both worlds, but extremely frustrating at the same time.” He bit into the bread and moaned. “We’re highly sensitive and tuned into things that humans aren’t. We’re stronger, quicker, and our senses are better. We see things differently, have a different value and justice system. We can’t always act on it in our human form, which can be maddening. Both humans and wolves hate change. With the growth in the town, we’re forced to be human much more than we ever were in the past, or else what’s left of our packs would dwindle even more than it has. But we can’t fully act human or act wolf. We’re still playing by old rules.”

This was fascinating. Never in my wildest dreams did I ever think I’d be eating Caesar salad with someone who wasn’t human. “Like what?”

“This generation didn’t produce an even number of males and females for a mate. All the female wolves were sold to wealthy families. If you couldn’t afford to buy your son a wife, chances are this would be the last generation of wolves in your line.” Shadow stabbed at his salad. “But the ruling class of the packs aren’t the wealthy wolves. It’s too bloody a job, and it’s always gone to the working-class wolves.”

“So you’re headed to extinction and anarchy.” It made sense why he studied anthropology. And why he’d consider running for mayor. It was a necessity if he wanted to survive. He nodded, the darkness gone from his face. “What do you think needs to be done about it?”

“We need to find human mates.” He didn’t break his gaze. And now it made sense why he was so interested in me. I won’t lie, it was a letdown. He needed a human woman, I wasn’t sure he wanted me. “The genetics won’t be the same, but we can adapt. We’ll have different strengths. At first, it’s going to be hard for everyone, but I think it would make the transitions and relations between us stronger.”

“Shapeshifter engineering, basically?” I attempted to smile, but a chill had broken out over my body that had nothing to do with my frozen margarita. 

“No.” Shadow frowned. “Nothing that extreme. Although I’m sure organized science would have a field day with my vision. I’m talking about the same sort of growing pains that anyone has in a new relationship. Some things work, some don’t. Give and take. Compromise. Conquering challenges. Learning about each other.”

“Is this why you want to be...alpha?” The word felt funny coming off my tongue. We’d always talked about top dog at the shelter and noticed the way that the animals fell into line behind their leader, but I’d never had a chance to understand why they did it.

“Yes. I want to lead by addition. Major uses fear and intimidation, which would result in subtraction.” Shadow leaned back as the waitress brought our dinner. “In a perfect world, we’d be able to work together. Neither of us is willing to compromise. I don’t know if I can trust him.”

“Can your packs be separate?” I asked, then took a bite of my steak. I hadn’t treated myself to a meal like this since Ryan died. I could’ve gone out with the girls, but instead I insisted on punishing myself. So much of tonight reminded me of him, but in a good way. I had no idea the memories could do anything but hurt.

“We’ve been separate all along. And we’re getting smaller instead of larger. We’re fighting instead of getting better.” Shadow was already almost finished with his meal. He’d devoured it. Six months of being hungry and he didn’t let food hang around.

“What can I do to help you?” I asked. He needed humans, and he had me in his spell. “I’d always thought the weird vibe in the Falls was something I gave off; it never occurred to me that it could be the town. Now it makes a lot of sense.”

“You being here tonight helps me,” he said. My heart pounded when I met his gaze. “Maybe it wasn’t Major I needed all along. It was you.”

The rest of the dinner passed in a haze. We kept talking, but all I could concentrate on was those three words. It was you. 

“Do you want to take a walk?” Shadow asked. “I haven’t been downtown since I was captured.”

“I’d love that.” The night was warm and Granger Falls was gearing up for the ski season. Instead of hibernating for the winter, the town came alive. Shop owners were loading into store fronts, twinkle lights illuminated the walkways, and slivers of the pond were visible beyond the buildings. Bald Mountain stood proudly in the background, overseeing everything. 

“Do you ski?” Shadow asked. We’d been walking hand in hand but he’d stopped to look at the reflection of Baldy, as we called the mountain, in the pond. 

“No. It never appealed to me.” I braced myself for the inevitable how can you live in Granger Falls and not ski? Easy. I had no desire to fling myself down a mountain on greased sticks. Or volunteer to freeze my ass off.

“Me neither.”

“Really?” I almost gave him the same crap I hated. “What do you do to stay in shape?

“I have—well, had been a contractor building houses,” he said. Even emaciated, I could tell those muscles didn’t come from the gym. And Shadow was good with his hands. “And yoga.”

That was the last thing I expected him to say. “No way.” 

“Way. It gets me out of my own head. You should try it,” he said. I gasped, he’d landed in my head. I hadn’t been expecting company there and it was always a mess. “I didn’t mean it like that.”

“It would probably help.” 

“Give it a try. It’s not for everyone, but I always feel better after I’ve done it.” Shadow’s expression softened, and he leaned in close. “I’m always willing to try new things. Even if they don’t work out, I’m not left wondering what if.” 

His lips brushed against mine, our hair tangled together in the breeze. I sighed, letting him catch me before I fell into whatever black hole had strangled me for the last five years, the one where trying things resembled scary, twisted nightmares. The one that put up iron gates to keep Shadow out, even though the rest of me had been begging for him. The one that was scared by what he’d said at dinner. 

Did he want me or need me? 

With his tongue gently stroking mine, I didn’t care.

Shadow’s big hands were on my back and in the middle of Granger Falls, a place I usually felt raw and exposed, I knew I was safe. Finally, it felt like home. 
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Chapter Sixteen
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Shadow

I wasn’t sure if it was the wolf or man in me that wanted to crawl inside of Trina. She brought every one of my carnal desires to boiling beneath the surface of my skin. After six months in captivity, I’d forgotten it was possible to feel so alive.

When she’d asked me what it was like to walk the line between two worlds, I should’ve given her a different answer. It was like walking on a high wire with no safety net. With Trina, I had balance, and could walk in both worlds.

I wanted her more than anything. More than I wanted my freedom, more than I wanted to best Major. Trina was capable of understanding every part of me, and for that I’d do whatever it took to make her my Queen.

Ever since the working class wolves of Sawtooth realized that we’d have to look beyond having a wolf mate to survive, we’d been fighting about what to do about it. But no one had the balls to actually mate with a human. We’d all had plenty of one night stands, but no self-respecting wolf ever bagged a Granger chick without bagging it first. To be the alpha, I needed to man up, wolf up, and lead by example. The human bond would make us stronger. We needed to adapt; our world was disappearing before our eyes. We might be stronger and faster as wolves, but as humans we were smarter and more cunning. We had to marry all of our strengths or it would be our biggest weakness.

We’d walked through town until the night cooled, then headed back to Trina’s cabin. 

“It’s strange to come home to an empty house,” she remarked as she unlocked the door. “I usually bring a foster back with me. It’s safer not to be alone.”

“Is that why you have the gun?” It had been just nights ago she’d pulled it on me. 

“Yeah.” It had been returned to its resting place over the fireplace mantle. 

“Is that why you brought me back here with you? As a wolf?” I asked, my eyes glued to the exposed skin of her shoulder as she shrugged out of her jacket. She twisted her hair into an elaborate knot on the top of her head, exposing the long line of her neck. My mouth watered at the sight of it. “You knew you couldn’t adopt me out.”

“One of the reasons.” Her eyes fell to her lap as she sat on the couch. I was drawn to her, her whole body pulsed with need. I wanted to drown in her scent. Fresh mountain air mixed with apples and cinnamon. “We’d thought you guys were Huskies, maybe mixed with Shepherd. I was shocked when the vet told me you were wolves. She’s pretty bitchy to me since I owe her a ton of money, so I didn’t believe her right away. But soon it was obvious that you guys weren’t domesticated dogs.”

“How?” I sat as close as I could without touching her, inhaling her. Stopping myself from devouring her. I needed to know how we were different to the human eye. Trina was going to be my secret weapon.

She wrung her hands in her lap, resisting touching me.

“You weren’t playful like the others.” She inhaled sharply. “I could tell there was something more. I was intrigued. And you wouldn’t leave my side. I joked that you chose me.”

“I wanted you.” I couldn’t resist her any longer. My lips fell to her neck. She tasted like dessert. The little sigh she made on contact vibrated through my whole body. My cock came to attention, and there was no stopping this mission. I pinned her down on the cushions with the weight of my body. Trina’s hands tangled in my hair, pulling my face up to hers so we could claim each other. 

Her lips were still sweet from the margarita and I planned to get drunk on the taste of her. Her tongue danced with mine. I pulled away from her, sucking on her bottom lip. She groaned, her hands everywhere on my back, under my shirt, pulling it up over my head. I could barely stop kissing her long enough to get it off. My mouth fell back to her neck, her pulse beating wildly under my lips. 

“Shadow,” Trina cried. I picked my head up, panting. Her eyes were alight with passion and something else I wasn’t used to. Shit, I’d scared her. 

“I’m sorry, baby.” I kissed her forearm, she clutched my bare shoulder. 

“Don’t be.” She wriggled up on the cushion, adjusting her topknot. “First of all, I think I like it when you call me baby. Second, you didn’t do anything wrong. I want you, too. But...”

I rolled back, kneeling between her thighs. I want you, too. My cock had been rock hard already. Pulling away from her soft body was absolute torture. 

“I’m coming on too strong, right?” I managed a lopsided grin to keep my heart from breaking. 

“Not exactly.” Trina peeled the shirt up over her head then handed it to me. I inhaled deeply. Her scent on the fabric sent the wolf inside me wild. Her chest rose dramatically, her cleavage barely contained in a lacy bra, before she reached back to unhook it. 

She curled her shoulders forward, shrugging the fabric away from her glorious tits. Full and heavy, the tips were pink and upturned like spring flowers that had found the sun. She offered me the bra, too, not lifting her chin to meet my eyes. Her long lashes cast a shadow on her cheekbones, and her tits rose and fell with each breath that hitched in her throat. 

When she ghosted a finger over her nipple, I was done for. 

“Then what is it?” I writhed between her legs. The moon was losing its influence over me and there was no way I’d shift tonight. But the power this woman sent coursing through my veins had already changed me. I balled my fists against my thighs as she circled the hard peaks of her nipples. Trina might actually be working for Ryker, because if she kept that up it was going to kill me. 

She sighed before she crawled forward to place a soft kiss on my lips. I thought I might never get the answer. “I hadn’t been with anyone since—"

“The accident,” I finished for her. She nodded. “I know it hurts, but you can’t torture yourself forever. It won’t make things better for anyone.”

“I know.” Her lips moved against mine. “I want to move on. But what if...what if I do that to you?”

Trina bowed her head, shuddering as she waited for an answer. I couldn’t keep my hands off her another minute. I brushed my fingers over her nipples. A moan caught in her throat. Leaning down to kiss her, I whispered, “What a way to go.”

“Shadow,” Trina pleaded. My lips were back on her neck already. If she was afraid of killing me, the only way she could do it was not letting me touch her. “Don’t make fun of me.” 

She pulled me away from her body by my hair. I growled, and her eyes widened. 

“I’m not.” I tried to get her neck again, but she pulled my hair harder. I was so fucking turned on I could barely see. 

“Doing the right thing doesn’t always lead to what you want it to. Doing the right thing got me captured. It got my brother killed. Sometimes doing the wrong thing” –Trina let go of my hair and my lips fell to one of those luscious breasts— “feels damn good.” 

“It does,” she said through gritted teeth. I’d just had her two nights ago and I was starving for her body again. I needed to drink every drop of her. Sucking hard on her nipple, I knew I had to listen to what she had to say. After a long swipe of my tongue against the bud, I met her eyes. 

She laughed. “Listen, I don’t always make sense and I don’t always know what I want. This is the first time in a long time I’ve wanted anything, Shadow. It feels...fucking amazing. But I don’t want to screw everything up. I want us to be more than just sex. I know we can be. But it feels so good when you touch me.”

“Stop thinking so much.” I led her back down to the cushion. She groaned when my lips fell back to her tits, this time the other nipple. I blew on it and watched it harden before I went to work, palming the heavy weight of her breast as I licked. Trina needed this so bad. Even worse than me. 

She was still talking, and I was still listening, but it didn’t make much sense anymore. Her fingernails scraped the skin along my arms, pushing me out of the way so she could get to my jeans. Fumbling with the zipper, she gave up and stroked me through the denim. 

I moaned, lifting my hips and freeing myself. Trina grasped my shaft, grasping the length of it and pumping up and down. It might’ve been a while for her, but she wasn’t gentle. She was sure of her touch, even though my body was new to her. She circled the wet tip of my cock with her thumb. My head flew back when she brushed against the spot at the back of the head. Goosebumps broke out over my skin as I stopped myself from coming. 

“Let me,” she practically purred as she moved her body down the couch. “I’ve been told I’m pretty good at giving head.”

I chuckled, holding myself up so she could position herself under me. “Show me, baby.” 

Usually, if a woman brought up another guy in bed, show over. If I couldn’t make her forget every other man she’d been with, I didn’t want her. But for Trina to be actually sharing a happy memory with me, I wanted to bring it all to the surface. Sometimes doing things all wrong was the only way to make them right. 

And holy fucking shit, Trina wasn’t kidding. She could take me all the way down to my balls in her mouth, sucking, licking and running her fingers so lightly over my sack I thought I was going to lose my mind at the contrast. There was no way I could stay still. My hips rocked slowly at first as I fucked her mouth. She moved with me, her hands, her lips, her tongue. My balls hitched up and I tried to pull away from her, but a quick nip let me know that wasn’t going to happen. She milked every bit of my climax as I came, clamping down on my shaft with her tongue. 

We were both panting when I pulled her back up, the sweet taste of her lips replaced by the salty tang of what she’d reduced me to. 

“Stand up.” I could barely speak. 

Trina’s body shook as she followed my command, those amazing tits trembling with her breath. She wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. I couldn’t take my eyes off her. 

“Take off your jeans,” I managed. She didn’t take her eyes off me as she undid the button and fly, shimmying out of her pants. Mine were still caught around my calves, and my cock stirred again. I’d come too quickly, but I knew Trina would bring me back to the tipping point in no time. 

I was totally lost in the sight of her standing naked in front of me. Her breath was still uneven, her gaze unwavering, as she brought her hands up over her belly. I moved her hand away; she wasn’t going to hide anymore. 

“Bend over the arm of the couch,” I instructed.

“Shadow!” Trina laughed. She did as she was told, her eyes dancing in the low light of the room when she looked over her shoulder at me. “I didn’t expect this.”

“Good.” I came up behind her. Her round ass was high in the air, but she held herself up on her arms. Running my hand down her spine, I pushed her shoulders down into the cushion. My knee wedged between her legs, and there was no hiding how turned on she was. Her pussy was soaking wet and ready for me. I nudged against it with my thigh and she cooed. Leaning down so the weight of my body pressed her into the couch, I grabbed a handful of her hair. “I’m full of surprises.”

A smile played on her lips. 

“Are you?” Her words came between labored breaths when my cock, now back at full attention, slid against the curve of her ass. 

I didn’t answer her. Instead I licked her shoulder. Trina moaned, and I continued licking and kissing all the way to the dimples on the small of her back. She didn’t see me drop to my knees, but when my tongue hit the sensitive folds between her legs, she stood up straight and moaned. I pulled away from her. “Get back down.”

Trina reached around and wound her fingers in my hair, thinking she could get me to go back to work with a tug. I didn’t move. “If you want me to bury my face in your gorgeous pussy, you’re going to have to bend over and open yourself up wide for me. Do as I say, Trina. You’ll get what you want.”

“Somebody gets bossy when they’re naked.” She looked down at me. God, she was perfection at this angle. All ass and hips and tits before I got to the face of an angel. One more tug on my hair. Still didn’t work. With a sigh, she leaned back down on the cushion. “You weren’t like this the other night.”

“The other night I was a man who hadn’t had water in too long. You brought me back to life. I’ll never get enough of you.” I barely had a chance to finish the words before my lips were on her clit, rolling the sensitive skin around on my tongue, licking, and sucking as she writhed under me. I held her still so she couldn’t escape. 

I let her go and her hips moved in rhythm with my mouth. It was our first dance together, and I’d never forget it. She cried my name when I slipped two fingers inside of her. I pumped fast as she squeezed them, adding another. I was going to fill her with everything I had. I needed to make the emptiness go away for both of us. 

Her body pulsed double time with the movement, and her inner muscles clamped down on me as she came, hard. Trina screamed, but I didn’t stop. 

“Shadow,” she panted. “Did you hear that?” 

“Hear what?” My lips moved against the soft folds of her skin. I’d been totally lost, in tune with her body. 

I knew better than that. I could never let my guard down.

Another crash brought my wolf rumbling against the surface of my skin.

“There’s someone outside.” She sank down to her knees and wrapped her arms around me. Her heart was pounding so hard I expected it to bruise my ribs. “It sounded like they hit my truck.”
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Trina

The impact shattered the night.

At first, I thought my brain exploded. I hadn’t come like that in...I’m not sure if I’d ever come like that. Shadow brought me to the boiling point until liquid lava coursed through my veins. But as waves died from a crash to a gentle roll, a noise I was all too familiar with echoed in my ears.

It was the same sound that haunted me in my dreams. It was possible I was dreaming. I’d totally let go, and Shadow and I were doing things to each other’s bodies that may only exist in another dimension. It certainly hadn’t been part of my life for a long time. I was glad he had me bent over the couch, so he couldn’t see that the pleasure he wrung from my body had brought me to tears. 

Glass shattered and my nightmares were back. Those fuckers always had to win, didn’t they?

“Shit,” Shadow mumbled under his breath.

Now I clung to him because I needed to feel his heart beat beneath his skin. If this was a nightmare, he’d be broken and bloody, wouldn’t he? Unless my brain had concocted a new way to fuck with me. But if I was awake, that meant that someone was outside, on my property. Both options sucked.

Our clothes laid in a pile beside the couch. I pushed Shadow’s stuff at him and got dressed quickly. Then I went straight for the gun. Some people gave me shit for keeping a loaded gun out in the open, but none of them had come up with a better solution. Shadow was already out the door before I had a chance to pull the lever back. He’d thrown himself on top of whoever assaulted my truck. All I could hear was the two of them grunting, and the wet and unmistakable thump of bone ripping flesh open. Blood splattered on impact. 

Shadow didn’t stop until the job was done. He pushed off the ruined mass of a man, covered in his victim’s blood. He circled my truck, his eyes wild. All animal. I wasn’t sure if he was seeing anything.

I aimed my gun at the guy on the ground. He didn’t move because he was definitely dead. 

Holy shit.

“You killed him.” I stammered on the words. My mouth was totally dry and I couldn’t feel anything. My head was just a floating mass on top of nothing. I dropped the gun. “Shadow. Oh my God.”

His eyes didn’t change as he put his arms around me, pulling me into him. I cringed—he was covered in the dead man’s blood. “He wanted to hurt you. Or he wanted to hurt me. Either way, there was no other option.”

“We could’ve called the police.” 

“Says the woman with the gun.” Shadow tipped my face up to his, fingers slimy with the dead man’s blood. I pulled away from him. “Come on, Trina. How were we going to explain this to the police? He’s one of Ryker’s goons. Or was, anyway.”

“I guess the police should’ve stopped this from happening.” I sighed. Ryker was one powerful fucker, and he’d been sending not so subtle messages that I shouldn’t have screwed with his farm or his dog fights. “When is it going to stop?”

“When someone more powerful than Ryker puts a stop to it,” Shadow growled. “Do you have a shovel?”

“In the shed.” 

Shadow let go of me and stalked to the backyard. I picked up the gun before I ran after him. I wasn’t foolish enough to think the dead guy had been working alone, or that no one would be coming for him. 

“You’re going to bury him? On my property?”

“Yeah.” Shadow’s face was slicked with sweat, dirt and blood. Those same lips that had so softly driven me wild curled up in a sneer. “Got any better ideas?”

“He’s going to attract wild animals!”

Shadow raised his eyebrows. “Exactly.” He brought the shovel down to move the first bit of earth. “Any shifters that come here have one thing on their mind. Revenge. Or they want to take something that belongs to you. I’ll bury him just deep enough they’ll still be able to smell him. They’ll know the consequences of trying to bring you harm.”

“You’re scaring me.” 

My Shadow wanted peace and harmony between the packs and townspeople. The person who was tearing a hole in my yard was a bloodthirsty animal. 

The shovel stopped. I couldn’t see the head of it anymore, just the pole. The moonlight caught in Shadow’s eyes, and for a moment, I could forget what I’d just seen him do. 

“I’m the only one you shouldn’t be afraid of, Trina.” He went back to work. “I’m not going to let anyone hurt you, especially for helping me.”

My blood ran cold. “We need to check the shelter.” 

Shadow could be concerned with my safety, but all I cared about was the animals. 

He nodded but didn’t look up. “This won’t take long.” 

If I’d had any questions about his otherness, they were gone watching him tonight. He’d easily dominated that man, and in no time,  he’d dug a considerable sized ditch. I couldn’t believe we were burying a dead man on my property. 

Ryker’s guy had bashed the hell out of my truck. It was in rough shape to begin with, but he’d shattered the windshield. We couldn’t drive to the shelter. “I’m going to have to call Kiera.” Shit. “You don’t think Ryker would do anything to them, do you?”

Shadow looked up and sighed. “I wouldn’t put it past him.”

My heart pounded as I waited for someone to pick up the phone. I imagined them bound and in the same shape as my truck. 

“Trina.” Kiera sounded half asleep. “ Y’okay?”

“Are you?”

“Yeah. What’s going on? It’s almost one in the morning.”

“You need to come get us.” I heard Lyssie in the background and Kiera gasped. It was pretty hard not to freak out over a middle of the night phone call. “Someone wrecked my truck, and I’m panicking that they got to the shelter.”

“Did you call the police?” Kiera asked. 

“Shadow took care of it.” There wasn’t any other way to describe watching him drag a dead man’s body across my yard and throwing it into a hole. The first layer of dirt already covered him.

“Oh.” Kiera knew exactly what I meant. “We’ll be right there.”

**
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I THOUGHT I WAS GOING to pass out as Kiera drove us to the shelter. I’d made those animals a promise. Whatever shit had happened to them in the past, whoever didn’t want them, that was behind them now. They were safe with me and they were loved. If anything (else) happened to the place that had become a sanctuary for all of us, I would lose my mind. I couldn’t let everyone that trusted me get hurt. The first attack was just a warning. I had no doubt any subsequent attacks would deliver the intended message loud and clear.

And I needed the shelter. Before Shadow arrived, it was the only part of my life that gave me purpose. Without it, I’d spiral back into a drunken blackness. 

“It’s the same kind of attack that happened at the shelter,” Kiera said after I recounted tonight’s story, smoothing over the way Shadow beat the perpetrator to a bloody pulp. Just days before the full moon, the front windows of Forever Home had been smashed, the lobby trashed. They didn’t take anything, the animals were spooked, but no one was hurt. But the other night, they’d had the wolves to protect them. Tonight they were on their own.

“It’s got Ryker’s mark all over it. The scent was the same both times.” Shadow’s jaw set in a hard line. I’d made him clean up before the girls came, but he didn’t get all the blood out of the silver streaks in his hair, or the God only knows what out from under his fingernails. He’d looked like something straight out of a horror movie. He pulled me in closer, I hadn’t been able to let go of him since I’d climbed into the backseat of Kiera’s car. “They won’t bother any of you again.”

Kiera and Lyssie exchanged concerned looks in the front seat but didn’t ask questions. 

I didn’t even wait for the car to come to a full stop before I got out and ran to the door. The plywood was still over the windows from the last attack. The dogs barked as I fumbled with the lock, my hands shaking so hard I dropped the key in the dirt. Shadow and the girls had joined me, and he guided me through the door. My legs wouldn’t work. 

Lyssie turned on the lights and the girls checked the crates. “Everything seems okay.” 

“Thank God.” I practically collapsed with relief. Two of my cockatiels were having a fit. I went over to give them belly rubs to calm them down. It calmed me down, too. I loved the birds. They were smart and funny and they’d been totally underestimated by their last owners. No one realized how long those little guys stuck around. “Nothing was weird around your apartment, was it?” I asked. Ryker’s people had already got me and the shelter, if they’d been paying attention, they’d go for them next.

“We didn’t notice anything.” Kiera had a kitten burrowed in her hoodie. All the animals knew something was up. “But it’s not like we did a full sweep of the house, either. We were freaking out about you.”

Shadow and I looked at each other. Already we didn’t need words to communicate. The girls couldn’t be alone. Yeah, they were strong, capable women who’d dealt with a lot of shit in their lives. But we were dealing with lunatics who’d captured and tortured two werewolf packs. Possibly more than that. Our backup needed backup. 

“I’ll call my brothers,” Shadow said. “We need to be on our toes until we beat this bastard.”
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Shadow

“If we don’t have a presence in the forest, Major’s going to run roughshod over everything you try to fix.” Baron ran his hand over his hair. I’d made him and Dallas come down to the shelter in the early hours of the morning. “I’ve been watching his place. He’s got people coming and going at all hours. The other packs. They’ve always liked what you have to say, Shadow. You’re going to have to cover a lot of ground if you don’t get back there and make yourself known. You’re still dead to them.”

“I’ll deal with him. He’s either working with me or against me. That goes for all of you.” If my brother wasn’t willing to take on Ryker with me, then I had my answer. “You two need to take turns staying with Kiera and Lyssie. One of you with them and the other in Sawtooth until we get our point across.”

“Convenient you get to stay with Trina every night,” Dallas muttered. I raised an eyebrow; I wasn’t used to either of my brothers questioning me. 

“She’s in the most danger.” I could still smell that fucker’s blood on my skin. “They’ve come for her and her shelter. Do you have a better idea?”

“He’s just fucking grumpy you disturbed his beauty sleep.” Baron pushed Dallas’ arm, who glared at him. I didn’t like this. I had a lot more people to rein in than Major and Ryker. I needed my brothers to fall back into line before I did anything.

“I want you to stop at nothing to make sure those girls are safe.” My jaw set in a hard line, arms folded across my chest as my glare slid between my brothers. “Whatever it takes until we get things in line.”

Baron narrowed his eyebrows in confusion, and then his mouth dropped open. 

“You want us to cozy up to them so they’ll work with us.” He chuckled. “Clever way to get them to do whatever you want. They’re not stupid, Shadow.”

“Whatever it takes.” I didn’t waver. I wasn’t underestimating Kiera or Lyssie, but I did have an ulterior motive. They were both great woman that would make strong mates for my brothers. I knew what I wanted my pack to look like, and they’d play an important role. But we couldn’t lose them to an omnipresent threat of attack.

“Major said—"

I cut Dallas off. “I don’t give a fuck what Major said.” I couldn’t believe he’d even pull that shit with me. Major had walked away from Trina and the shelter the second he had the chance. He didn’t have anyone’s best interest in mind but his own.

“You should probably know what he’s doing since you’re never in the forest.” Baron sighed. “He’s proposing that we take mates. Whether they’re promised to someone else or not. Strong wolves take what they want, according to him. It starts at home.”

It starts at home. Mine was burned down. “Decide who’s staying here and who’s going back tonight. I’ll deal with this in the morning.”

Trina and I fell into a fitful sleep on the couch, but at least she didn’t cry tonight. My eyes opened with every whine of the animals, which with the full house at Forever Home was more often than not. Soon the girls were back, Dallas trailing behind him. I went with him back to the forest.

“What are you doing, Shadow?” he asked as he drove. “Why are you getting these women involved in pack politics? You’re putting them in danger by keeping them involved.”

“How old are you, Dal?” He’d never questioned me like this before. 

He curled his lip in confusion. “Thirty. What does that matter?”

“It would be nice to settle down, somewhere other than Mom’s house, or with your brothers like a never-ending frat party, wouldn’t it? To know you’re going to crawl into a warm bed and have a mate waiting there to make love to you before you fall asleep? Did you like seeing Lyssie this morning with her hair a mess as she made her coffee?”

“They’re human.” Dallas shook his head. “They’re not strong enough for us. Protecting someone means to keep them out of danger, not putting them in line for a direct hit.”

Trina might’ve struggled to keep her head above water sometimes, but if I had to choose a woman to take into battle, I’d take her any day over a bought and paid for wolf woman. “Give them a chance. They might impress you.”

Major wasn’t surprised to see us pull into his driveway. He smirked as I approached him. “For someone who wants to be alpha, you come looking for me a lot, Shadow.” 

His brothers came out of the house behind him.

“Do you need me to take care of a problem, Major?” Shea circled me, shirtless. His human skin was an encyclopedia of bad decisions, marred by battle scars, dark tattoos, and healing wounds. 

This sonofabitch was just begging for me to annihilate him for what he did to my little brother. I hoped he could still smell the blood on me from last night. I wouldn’t hesitate to do the same to him, first chance I got. I’d do it now, but I needed his brother.  He jerked his chin toward the forest. 

“The first thing you need to learn, Shadow, is to build alliances.” Shea looked over his shoulder. “How many of your pack would come running for you?”

My pack currently consisted of my brothers and they’d been fighting me tooth and nail all day. 

“The shelter is off limits, Major.” I ignored Shea. He’d piss me off more. “Do what you want to me but keep Trina and the rest of the ladies out of it.”

Major squinted in confusion. Good. Now I could narrow the attack down to where it came from. “What are you talking about? That attack happened weeks ago.”

“There was another one last night at Trina’s house.” Even Shea stopped in his tracks. He hadn’t been in the shelter for the first attack, but he’d been held captive for six months’ worth of Ryker’s shit to know what I was talking about first hand. “I took care of it.”

“Fuck.” Major ran his hand through his long brown hair and paced. “That’s crossing the line.”

“What do you know?” It was pretty obvious it was something.

“Come inside.” Major motioned for me to follow him into the house. I sat down at the small table in the kitchen. This place didn’t look like it was full of bachelors. It wasn’t exactly feminine, either, but it was clean, well-stocked, and bore the mark of a woman’s touch. Interesting. Major couldn’t afford a mate, but he wasn’t above taking what he thought was his. Once I sat down, he continued. I’d swear he checked to see who was listening. “Ryker thinks we’re responsible for the busted ring.”

“How?” He was as crazy as he was dangerous.

“You know Ryker, the reasoning never makes any sense, but you hanging around Trina is giving him more reason to think we were in on the fix. Now all the livestock is gone, too, putting me out of business. My plan, before you so rudely fucked everything up, was to bleed him dry so slowly he wouldn’t have noticed. I was going to barter with local packs, get more animals. Now I have nothing.”

“My house burned down.” I reminded him. “My business is gone too.” 

“Right, so we’re all back to square one. And we all want to be on top.”

“Are you working with him, or are you working with me?” I needed to keep this simple.

“I’m working for me.” Major didn’t break eye contact. “But I won’t let anything happen to the shelter. Shadow, if you know what’s good for any of you, you’ll stay away from there. And from Trina.”

I wasn’t sure if it was a threat or a warning. One thing was for damn sure—I wasn’t going to turn my back on the woman who saved my life when she needed me most. 
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Trina

I could get used to having a roommate.

“If you want to stay at the shelter, we’re going to make this fun,” Shadow teased me as we walked hand in hand into Wal-Mart. “The couch might’ve worked when it was just you, but it’s not big enough for all the things I want to do to you.”

I closed my eyes and moaned, thinking how mind-blowing the other night was before we had to go kill the jackoff who came to attack us. The lady behind me ran her cart up the back of my heels. I yelped as I turned around, and she gave me a horrible look. 

“Sorry.” Not really, but whatever. I turned back to Shadow before she was done glaring at me. “I thought you worked pretty well with the couch.”

“I like to have options.” Shadow’s low tone vibrated against my soul and a whole lot of other parts of my body I shouldn’t be thinking about in the middle of a giant department store. “And eventually, we’re going to get sore.”

I liked the sound of that.

I shouldn’t have been in such a good mood . We had two credible leads on adoptions come in today, but that wasn’t all that had cheered me up. I guess cheating death for the second time will do that to a girl. Maybe now that the shock had worn off and I realized what Shadow had done for me, making sure I was safe by any means necessary up to and including putting someone’s cold body in the ground, I was finally willing to let my guard down and admit to myself what my heart had known all along. 

Not that I was making light of what Shadow did. But I also knew what could’ve happened if he wasn’t there. It was an alternative that turned my stomach inside out. 

This wasn’t exactly a celebration, but we both needed something good to focus on. A little light at the end of a long, dark tunnel.

He showed me there was indeed life after death.

“You never finished with me, on the couch.” I bumped against him. We needed to get whatever it was he had in mind and get out of here, fast. I was minutes away from pushing Shadow into one of these little boats in the sporting goods section and picking up where we left off. The grin he gave me didn’t help my cause. “What are we getting?”

Shadow put a small barbecue, lanterns, and a blow-up mattress in the cart. 

“We’re going camping.” He steered the cart out of the aisle. “We need housewares and food and then we can get back to business.” 

I practically ran to the aisle that had bedding like I was on one of those game shows that you had to fill your cart in an insanely small amount of time to win. “What do you want to get for food?”

“Hamburgers. Hot dogs. Stuff to go with them.” Shadow chewed on his lip. “S’mores.”

“I haven’t had those since I was a kid.” This was a great idea. I missed cookouts. Being in Idaho, I didn’t get invited to family gatherings anymore, and I’d never gotten close enough to anyone in Granger Falls to encroach on their parties. “Wait a minute. Can you eat chocolate?”

Shadow laughed. “I’d have to take down the entire candy aisle before I got sick. It’s not great for us, but we’re bigger than other dogs so it doesn’t affect us as much.” 

A lady with a toddler swung her head around when Shadow referred to himself as a dog, and we quickly had the aisle to ourselves. 

Reality set back in when we got back to the parking lot. 

“Stay here,” Shadow instructed before crossing over to my giant rescue truck. He inspected it thoroughly before waving me over. It was an easy target, I’d had it decorated with puppies and kitties and the shelter logo. But until my pickup was back in commission, we had to drive around in a giant rolling target or walk everywhere.

Sometimes going back to the shelter felt more like home than my house. I greeted all the animals then encouraged them to calm down, checking over cages and water dishes while Shadow began setting everything up. 

“What can I do to help?” I asked.

“Put the beer on ice and relax.” He was making quick work of the grill without even looking at the instructions. I was nervous about the beer. Since Shadow shifted, I hadn’t felt the urge to drown my sorrows, because I hadn’t had any. But I knew what went up must come down eventually. 

“Oh come on.” I picked at the tape on the inflatable mattress box. “I might be a damsel in distress, but I’m not useless.”

“I never said you were.” Shadow took the box away from me before I opened it. “It’s been a long time since I’ve been able to do anything like this. It feels good.”

I nodded, sinking into the couch. I understood. Plus it gave me a chance to simply watch him in action. I already knew he was good with his hands. But we still knew so little about each other, so it was a treat to see how he put together our makeshift campground, the way he bit his lip when he was thinking, or talked to inanimate objects to get them to cooperate.

After putting sheets and blankets on the inflatable mattress, I collapsed on it, laughing when I bounced back up. My head was full of beer bubbles. We needed to cook some of that food.  Shadow fell beside me and I was airborne once again. He slung his arm over my stomach, settling me before he rose to all fours and crawled over to me.

Shadow stayed like that as he settled over my body, caging me in. His hair fell into my face, but even obscured, those blue eyes still pierced my soul. 

“Everyone’s telling me to stay away from you.” Shadow’s voice was a deep rumble. “But I can’t.”

My pulse quickened even more. 

“I don’t want you to.” We’d only been together like this for a few days, but I already knew I couldn’t go back to the way my life was without him. He’d filled my empty, aching soul and it would never recover from another massive injury. Like I’d joked, I might be a damsel in distress lately, but I wasn’t stupid. “Why are they saying that?”

Shadow’s lips fell to my neck. His kisses calmed me, my heartbeat slowing to a less frenzied pace. I thought he might consume me whole until there was nothing left to do but lick the taste of me from his fingers. It should’ve scared me after what I saw him do last night. Instead I had to stop myself from begging him for more. “They think Ryker will hurt you to get to me.” He could barely catch his breath.

“Ryker was after me before you shifted.” Blood ran like slush in my veins. “If they want you to stay away from me, it’s to hurt me.” 

Taking fistfuls of his hair, I pulled him back down to my body. Even that little bit of distance had caused me pain, the possibility of losing him too real.

Shadow didn’t kiss me again. His heartbeat thundered against my belly. Anger danced in his eyes. 

“I never thought of it that way.” He shook his head at some imaginary enemy. They weren’t with us, but they were all too real. “I’ll never let that happen.”

“I hate that asshole, but he brought you to me.” Everything inside me melted. “I should thank him. It will kill him to know that everything he’s trying to do to hurt us makes us stronger.”

“Evil isn’t always smart,” Shadow said. “That’s what I keep trying to tell Major. That it can backfire.”

“It can and it will.” It was nice to know that for once, the black fog that had taken over my life was going to lift. I just had to let it. It would’ve been easy to push Shadow away and wrap the darkness around me like a security blanket. Letting Shadow in was scary, but it was the smartest thing I could do. “You know what I think is evil right now?”

“What?”

“Your clothes.” I giggled, pushing up his sweatshirt. Who the hell was I? Giggling. I hadn’t giggled since...anyway, I liked it. Even more, I loved the way the hard plane of his stomach rippled under my fingers, more so when his breath caught and hitched as I ran my hand over his chest. He pulled the sweatshirt up over his head and lay back down, hands behind his head. 

I could get used to this.

If those muscles felt good under my fingers, I bet my tongue would like them even more. It wasn’t much of a gamble. Shadow sucked in a sharp breath when I made contact, tracing the outline of each muscle. I knelt between his legs, my tongue had freed up my hands to stroke the solid outline of his erection. Shadow groaned, shifting underneath me, but he kept his hands to himself. 

My gaze flicked up, silently begging him to touch me, but nope, it was his turn to receive. Okay. My fingers trembled with need as I unzipped his jeans, my mouth falling to the opening before I took his cock out. Shadow bucked underneath me, his own plea for me to free his shaft, but two could play this game. Whatever I could reach in the small opening the zipper provided me, I licked and stroked while Shadow squirmed.

I never saw him coming. He flipped me to my back, holding me down by my shoulders. His eyes smoldered with desire and need. They were like two twin full moons, glowing in the low light of the lanterns. “You play dirty, Trina.”

“Do I?” I batted my eyelashes, fighting a grin. “What about you?”

Shadow sat beside me, sliding his pants down his thighs, easing them away from his ankles. He pumped his shaft in his hand, the tip was already glistening. “I believe in playing fair.”

“Show me.” I put my hands behind my head, assuming the position. Shadow ran his hand up the inside seam of my jeans, squeezing when he reached the apex of my thighs. I was already throbbing, ready for his touch as he rubbed against the denim, the friction hitting my clit and folds through the fabric. Turnabout was fair play as I shifted beneath his grip. His fingers swirled and pressed, stroking and curling. He had to know what he was doing to me. He already had me dripping, and my jeans would be soaking wet in no time. 

He couldn’t make me come like this. I groaned, burying my face in my shoulder to try to keep everything inside me. 

“Oh, no.” Shadow shook his head. “I don’t want you to hide from me. Any of you.” 

He stopped, his hand danced lightly on my thigh. It was more torturous than what he’d been doing to me. 

“You have me.” I tried to keep my cool, still fully dressed and trembling with need. 

“Strip for me, Trina.” A wicked grin spread across his face. “Show me what I’ve got.”

I’d pictured a hasty discard of my clothes. Pushing them off and forgetting about them. But strip for me had a totally different connotation. Stripping was a show, an appetizer, an experience. It was addition by subtraction, and it required a layer of finesse I hadn’t considered since Ryan had asked me to marry him. I thought he’d taken that part of me with him to the grave, but those words made something stir inside me that I was so happy to welcome back. Like wanting to burst into tears happy to see it. But I wasn’t going to break down in front of Shadow. I’d never be able to convince him they were joyful tears. Instead, I was going to give the man the show he asked for.

Wobbling as I stood on the mattress, I lifted my shirt up to the bottom of my bra, caressing my bare stomach, careful to ignore where it wasn’t smooth and flat. Shadow sat at my feet, watching me with hungry eyes. I couldn’t afford shame or shyness or I’d never sell this. Especially to myself. My own touch gave me shivers, and Shadow’s mouth moved, like he wanted to say something but didn’t want to break the spell. I pulled the shirt up slowly, dropping it down over his head, brushing his bare shoulder, his stomach, catching the tip of his cock on the way down. He moaned softly, but his eyes snapped right back up. It was heady, having his full attention like this, just dying to see more of me. Turning away from him, I looked over my shoulder and smiled. He couldn’t tell what I was doing at this angle. Shadow’s Adam’s apple bobbed as I bent over, my head down near my thigh as I unzipped my jeans, slowly rolling them down over my ass. 

Shadow groaned, his hands trailing down my bare thighs as I pushed the denim down. He took the jeans away from my feet as I stepped out of them, holding my hand so I didn’t fall. The look in his eyes made it hard to breathe. I knelt in front of him, kissing him on the lips. 

“I want you to do the rest.” My words were little more than a breath against his cheek.

Shadow kissed me in response. I moaned under his lips, letting him inside. Our tongues tangled, breathing became one as he slid my bra straps off my shoulders, unhooking the bra. My nipples hardened on contact against his chest. His kiss became more urgent as he hooked his thumbs in my underwear, sliding them down my legs. 

“Lay down, Trina.” I loved the way my name sounded when we were like this. The r came out as a growl, the a breathless. “It’s my turn now.”

I did as I was told, letting his hungry eyes roam over my body for what seemed like forever before he touched me. Shadow’s hands were rough, callouses scraping the tender skin of my nipples. They pebbled at the divine sensation, he brushed back and forth, watching them with fascination as they swelled. His lips took care of that, taking one of them into his mouth as he continued to work my heavy breast in his other hand. The contrast, soft against sharp, sucking against scraping, sent liquid lightning through my veins. I writhed underneath him, wanton and so needy. His cock was hard against my hip as he matched my rhythm. 

Shadow’s hair tickled my stomach as he kissed his way lower. Those rough hands followed, stilling my hips when he reached the strip of hair that led to my sex. He licked the length of it, and holy crap it tickled. I’d never had anyone pay so much attention to that tiny area before, and I was going to lose my mind. 

“I think this is where I left off.” Shadow’s growl vibrated against my sex and I was pulsing, wet, and ready for him before his tongue touched my clit. He flicked it so softly I thought I was going to jump through the roof, but he still held me firm against the air mattress. No escape, even if I was fool enough to want it. 

His tongue swirled around my clit, capturing it, rolling it around, before giving me a second of relief. My hands tangled in his hair, pulling as a reward, stroking it for encouragement. This is how we were communicating now. Sensations. Feelings. Pure instinct.

My body turned to jelly when he let go. Not that I was going anywhere. Those rough fingers played with the hair just above the spot his tongue had teased. 

“I’ve never wanted to be inside another person like I want to be inside you right now, Trina.” His fingers fell to my opening; two of them slipped deep inside. He curled them forward, thrusting, hitting the spot that was going to send me over the brink, massaging it as he moved. “I want to see through your eyes, hear your thoughts.”

“No, you don’t.” I could barely speak as he lowered his mouth back to my clit. “It’s not what you think it is.”

“I said I’d never let anyone hurt you.” Another finger went inside me, stretching me. After not being with anyone for so long, I welcomed the pain. “If I’m your eyes, your ears, they’ll never get to you. They can’t tear us apart. My heart will beat for you as long as you need it to.”

The waves rolled through my body, his lips everywhere. I pulsed around his fingers, clamping down on him. I was going to make sure he made good on his promise. I never wanted to let him go. 

Shadow had never looked more like a wolf than when he crawled up my body. His skin was slicked with sweat. Those rough fingers landed on my lips, scraping against them as I opened my mouth. I wanted him inside me any way possible. The sweet, salty tang of my arousal greeted me. I sucked it off, taking it all back.

“That’s the taste I’m addicted to,” Shadow murmured against my ear. “Because I did that to you. I want to be the only man who makes you feel this way.”

I nodded, my mouth still working his fingers. Shadow kneeled, dragging his hand away from me. I was totally in his thrall; he wanted my body and it was his. If he could save me from the demons that had haunted me since the accident, dealing with werewolves would be nothing. 

He slammed his cock inside me as he fell forward, his face over mine. He couldn’t lie to me with his body and he slid out slowly, only to fill me completely again. I knew Shadow needed this as much as I did. He rocked back and forth, inch by glorious inch, his tempo bringing me to my next undoing. I pulled his face down—I needed to taste him again. Shadow’s lips crashed onto mine, just as needy as his cock. He was in total possession of me, and I wanted to stay in this place forever. 

Shadow kissed me so sweetly as I came again, much harder than the last time. He was still a part of me, body and soul. His shaft swelled and his body slumped. I pulled him up by the hair so I could see his eyes.

“Please,” I whispered.

He nodded, rolling off me. I took his cock in my mouth immediately, coaxing every last drop of his orgasm from his body. He’d surrendered his body to me, but he was in complete possession of me. We owned each other. We saved each other. 

“Hey.” Shadow still hadn’t caught his breath as I nestled my head on his chest. “How are you doing?”

“Amazing.” I rubbed my finger lightly over his nipple. “You?”

“That’s a pretty good word for it.” He chuckled, pulling me in tighter. “And that’s what I hoped you’d say. I thought I scared you.”

I picked my head up. “How?”

Shadow’s eyes glazed over, a smile playing on his lips.

“Your body makes me crazy, Trina. You make me crazy.” He chuckled, running a hand through my hair. “I meant every word I said. No one’s going to hurt you. Let me have your heart. I’ll protect it with my life.”

I put my hand over his heart. It was beating wildly under my touch. “It’s already yours.” 

He kissed me on the lips. “Get dressed,” he said against my mouth. “Let’s go make those s'mores.”
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Chapter Twenty
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Shadow

“Here’s my plan for Ryker,” I said to Major when I got back to the forest. Nothing had happened to Trina or the shelter during the day and I felt confident leaving the ladies on their own. Tonight we were going back to Trina’s house to get more clothes and her gun. We’d take every precaution. “We confront him next full moon, when we shift. We don’t have to worry about human law, and we can settle the score on an even playing field.”

“Isn’t that cute, you have a plan for Ryker.” Major’s smile was floppy and fake, and I ignored the snickers of the men that sat behind him. “Who came up with it, you or your girlfriend? Is that what we’re calling her? How do dogs refer to their human owners?” 

“What the fuck is wrong with you?” My glare scanned the room, and everyone behind Major fell quiet. They might have fallen in line with him but depending on how the next few weeks shook out, they’d be sorry they laughed at me. “Do you have a better idea? I haven’t heard anything from you.”

“I’m handling it.” Major leaned forward. “I don’t have to consult you. Leaders act, followers ask. Remember that, Shadow. You might see it as keeping the peace, but you’re showing weakness. Everything you’ve done since we shifted is weak.”

“Weak?” I was inches away from his face. Shea stood right behind Major, all rippling muscles and attitude, ready to pounce like a bitch if Major said to. I hoped Baron and Dallas looked the same behind me. “I put one of Ryker’s goons in the ground the other night. I wasn’t feeling very weak then.”

Major laughed and my heart fell into my stomach. Anything I said in Sawtooth could and would be used against me. I didn’t flinch; it would show that he worried me. 

“No, but hopefully you were feeling stupid. You think Ryker’s not going to notice that one of his own didn’t come back from an assignment? Let me tell you something, Shadow, Ryker accounts for everything. If something’s missing, he’ll want it back.”

Now it was my turn to laugh. 

“You totally contradict yourself.” Major’s eyes widened. “Leaders act. You said it yourself. Instead of dancing around what you’re doing to make Sawtooth yours, why don’t you just fucking tell me what you’ve done since we’ve been back.”

Silence fell thick over the crowd that had gathered to watch our showdown. More like a slime that slid down our skin. No one challenged Major—successfully. All our lives he and his brothers had beat anyone that questioned them back into the place he thought they belonged, or more recently he’d been giving me these bullshit answers. I saw that as an improvement, he might actually be taking me seriously. After six months in the trenches with this bastard, he knew that I was tenacious and that I believed in what was fair. 

I didn’t care what war I started between the packs. Ryker wasn’t going to hurt Trina.

“I’m going traditional,” Major said with without his usual snark. “We’re smaller now, but I don’t think that’s a bad thing. We need to get back to basics. We need to take care of our own.”

So he was still dancing around the answer. Fine. I had other ways of getting the information. I waited to see if he’d elaborate, but apparently a half an answer suited him fine. “Are you going to help me take care of Ryker on the full moon? Once he’s gone, we can get down to business here.”

“Yeah.” He lifted his closed fist to me. I bumped mine against it. “It’s time to take care of him once and for all.”

**
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“SIT DOWN AND EAT!” Mom looked like an air traffic controller trying to get the three of us to settle at the table. “You’re all so skinny. It breaks my heart, thinking about what you went through.” She hugged herself, a shudder rolling through her body. “I’d like to ring that bastard’s neck.”

“We’re taking care of it,” I muttered as I dug into the casserole. Mom was the casserole queen. Raising four boys on her own since our old man passed away, she had to master quick, efficient, and cheap. Now that I was an adult, I realized how much she’d struggled, and I appreciated how effortless she made it look. If I needed inspiration in this new chapter of my life, I didn’t need to look any further than the tiny woman who stood at the head of the table with her hand on Baron’s back. 

“What’s your plan? Will you be able to save your business?” Mom rubbed Baron’s shoulder as she spoke. 

“Haven’t got that far yet,” I said after I swallowed a bite of turkey tetrazzini. Perfect, just as it always was. My brothers raised their eyes to me to see where I was going with this, but they continued eating. “The transition back to being human hasn’t been very smooth.”

Mom raised an eyebrow. “What’s going on?”

“Same crap as always. Just more of it.” There was no need to worry her. Ryker might be ruthless, but he’d never mess with my mom. They’d grown up together, and truth be told, my money would be on my mom to win the fight. “Nothing good comes easy.”

“That’s for sure,” Dallas added. We didn’t talk about pack business in front of Mom, but from the look he gave me, I knew he’d want to talk. It was his night to come back to Granger with me and stay with the girls. It didn’t take long for my brothers to see the perks in this arrangement and they’d stopped fighting me on it. 

“I want to meet these ladies,” Mom called after us as we headed back to the truck. “Soon.” 

We stayed in Sawtooth until dusk. It felt damn good to be home. Mom sent us back with fresh baked oatmeal cookies for our hosts. She knew how to get on anyone’s good side. 

“What’s up?” I asked Dallas as we began driving down the dirt road. His truck had been left at Mom’s before we’d been captured, and it was all we had left from before the fire. “Now you can tell me what’s really going on. And don’t hold back. I know when you’re lying to me, Dal.”

“It hasn’t been safe to talk until now.” Dallas chuckled, his fingers tightening around the steering wheel. “Everyone’s so up in arms about everything, words get twisted fast.”

I rolled my eyes. Dallas had been spending too much time with the Lowes, and he was talking in circles. “Is Major working with Ryker?”

“No.” The answer was quick and I knew it wasn’t bullshit. “Major’s too pissed that an old man made a fool out of him in front of all the packs to ever work with him. Now that he’s cheated death, as he sees it, he thinks he’s untouchable.”

“Yeah, what’s this about taking mates?” There was no way he could do it without stirring up some major shit. And he had nothing good to say about me hanging around Trina.

“He wants all us to take our mate. By any means necessary.” A chill spread over my skin. Dallas emphasized the same words I’d said to him and Baron about Kiera and Lyssie. “He thinks that strength can overcome wealth.”

“So he wants you to abduct already claimed female wolves?” I side-eyed Dallas, who nodded. “How the hell does he expect to pull that off?”

“Strength will pay more than wealth when money has no meaning.” Dallas imitated Major’s voice and shook his head. “He thinks the rich guys are weak, and they have no recourse. Pack politics go through the alpha and Southworth is corrupt as shit.”

And up for re-election. Which could make things interesting if those cuckolded husbands greased his palm. 

“I wouldn’t be so sure.” It was going to start a war in the forest, no matter how it shook down. “You realize what a horrible idea that is, I hope. You guys are getting awfully friendly with the Lowes every time I’m there.”

“Because you’re never there,” Dallas growled. “No. I think it’s an awful idea. A lot of those women are our friends. We’ve grown up with them. It’s bad enough they’re stuck in arranged marriages. I’d never rip them out of their homes and away from their families. I’d rather have no mate than one that hates me.”

Those weren’t the only two options. “How are things going with you and Lyssie?” 

“She’s shy. And human.” Dallas shook his head, but the corners of his mouth turned upward. I was going to plant that seed as many times as I needed to make it grow. “I want to talk to you about that.”

Good. “Yeah?” 

“You need to make Trina your mate.” Dallas had just pulled into the shelter parking lot, and he still hung on to the steering wheel. He gulped. My brother would never be an alpha, but whatever he had to say could be a complete game changer. “Soon. Before Major pulls off whatever shitshow he’s got planned. Set the pace, Shadow. Make the pack see they have an alternative. Give them hope. They’re just fucking waiting to die out there.”

I stared at the shelter. The girls had a chance to work on the building today, and the plywood had come down off the front window. It was a place that was quickly becoming my home. “It’s just a word.”

Yeah, right. It was everything.

“Then do it.” Dallas hesitated before getting out of the car. 
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Chapter Twenty-One
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Trina

“Our babysitter’s here!” Kiera exclaimed. The girls were trying to act like they hated the idea of the Channing brothers going home with them but all they’d done was gossip about Baron and Dallas all day as we put the shelter back together. Kiera looked out the window that Shadow had installed before he went to Sawtooth today. “Let’s see who’s getting a bedtime story tonight....Lyssie, it’s you!”

“What’s this about bedtime stories?” It never occurred to me to ask about sleeping arrangements while the Channing brothers worked security, but they sounded cozier than I anticipated. You go, girls. 

“Nothing.” Lyssie turned bright red. My heart swelled, this is exactly why we were here. The animals were supposed to be a bridge back to the real world. The Channing brothers were the perfect next step. 

“This whole thing is so ridiculous. We’re grown women and Shadow’s treating us like children. Sorry, Trina, I know he’s...whatever he is to you, but this alpha thing is going straight to his head. So as a joke, I suggested that Dallas tell Lyssie a bedtime story. He did it.” 

Kiera shot a glance over at Lyssie, who gave me a floppy smile in confirmation. 

“I had Baron do it last night, too. Let me tell you, he did not put me to sleep.” Kiera fanned herself. “Ask Shadow to read you a story. Thank me tomorrow.”

Oh, she was smitten.

Hell, so was I. The love bug had bitten me right in the ass and a lot of other places last night. I’d expected all the ill side effects of having such amazing sex to swirl around and make me sick today, but it didn’t happen. No guilt, no self-loathing for actually daring to let myself feel good. No wondering what the hell a man like Shadow Channing was doing with a crazy old cat lady like me. Instead I was smiling just because, singing my favorite songs when they weren’t on the radio, and counting down the seconds until Shadow came back to me.

I didn’t have many more to go. My heart actually skipped a beat when he got out of the truck, like I was seeing him for the first time. I was always shocked he wasn’t a daydream, but something I could actually reach out and touch. More importantly, he touched me back.

A normal person would chalk this giddiness up to falling in love. Normal was a place I hadn’t visited in a while, and that’s why this was such a breakthrough for me. Shadow, in the span of a week, had shattered through barriers that an army of medical professionals, many pharmaceuticals, and a boatload of sweet animals looking for a home couldn’t come close to cracking. He was the miracle I’d prayed for. 

The air in the shelter thickened when Shadow and Dallas walked in. None of us quite knew what to do. I bit my lip and twisted my hands together painfully to keep from wrapping myself around Shadow’s body and shoving my tongue down his throat. My gaze slid over to Lyssie, whose emotions were practically turning her inside out. She couldn’t even look at Dallas. 

“Hey.” Shadow approached me like he forgot there was an audience, and then pulled back at the last minute. “Looking good so far.”

“Thanks. You have us working hard.” I stretched my arm behind my head, Shadow’s gaze fell to my cleavage that swelled out of the V-neck of my shirt. Every muscle in my body throbbed. We’d spent the day hauling plywood away from the building and painting the new storefront. I was used to physical work, but on top of our regular duties, I’d be crawling later. 

After my bedtime story, if I was lucky.

Shadow grinned, not lifting his gaze. “We’ll take care of that.” He snapped up, suddenly remembering the other people. Yeah, they disappeared for me when he was around, too. “I’ll be able to finish it tomorrow.”

“They brought cookies!” Kiera took the plate away from Shadow, offering it to Lyssie before putting one in her mouth. “They’re delicious.”

“Are you ladies ready?” Dallas asked. 

“Yes!” They both chimed in like they’d practiced it. No one ever had to ask Kiera and Lyssie if they were done working twice. They were great employees, but when their time was up, they were done. That was the difference between owning a business and working at one. “Want to pick up a pizza?”

Dallas held the door open for them as they argued about pizza toppings.

“Hey,” Shadow said again, taking one more step toward me. His hands slid around my waist, calloused fingers brushing my skin when my shirt rode up. My mouth watered, needing to taste him. We leaned in for the kiss in slow motion, I’d never craved anything in my life as badly and as his lips moved against mine, and it was worth the wait. “I can hardly concentrate on anything when you’re not around. You’re all I can think about.”

We’d barely parted. This was how I always wanted to be. In Shadow’s arms. His hair tickling my face. 

“Likewise.” I could’ve melted from the heat coming off of his body. “How did everything go?”

He sighed, pulling away from me and running his hand through that glorious hair. “I actually want to talk to you about that.”

“That doesn’t sound good.” Before three weeks ago, I had no idea there was any such thing as a werewolf pack outside of local legend. But what I did know of them included pain, suffering, and violence. Not much else. Anything good I knew about werewolves came directly from Shadow. And that had nothing to do with the pack, it was him as a man. 

“Major’s not working with Ryker, which makes it easier to focus on where these attacks are coming from. We’re going to take care of that on the full moon,” Shadow growled. I didn’t doubt in a similar manner to the way Shadow had taken care of the guy on my property. “Then we can finally put that shit behind us.”

I envied Shadow because he could have closure to his nightmare. He could confront the person who attempted to ruin his life and get the last word. 

“I like the sound of that.” My stomach rumbled, Shadow’s scent drove me wild. I wanted nothing more than to devour him, push the piles of paperwork off my desk and invite him back inside me. My mouth watered, but instead of licking that musky scent mixed with pine and ambition off his skin, I pulled away. I wanted to hear what he had to say and it was too hard to focus when he touched me. “Let’s make dinner while you tell me the rest.”

“Will you let me cook?” Shadow wiggled his eyebrows. 

Like this man could get any more perfect. “I didn’t know you were into that sort of thing.” 

“There’s a lot you still don’t know about me.” He looked over his shoulder as he readied the grill. Shadow squatted down, his whole body on point as he worked. Power and muscle. I nearly dropped the tray of food I was carrying. Even though he was still human, he was pure wolf. 

“Let’s take care of that.” Our eyes locked as I handed him the plate of hamburgers and hot dogs. He joined me on the stoop once the meat was on the grill. Tonight was warm for early November, but Shadow’s arm around me sent a shudder through my body. “Tell me a story.”

A slow smile spread across his face like a wildfire, melting away the goosebumps. 

“What kind of story?” he asked. 

We were totally on the same page. I had to take a deep breath before I pinned him down on the step. But then I’d never hear what happened today and we’d burn our dinner. 

“Tell me what you have planned. Not just with the pack, but for yourself. You always think of everyone else before yourself.”

Shadow didn’t answer right away. “We’re going to fix everything here, then I’ll get in touch with my old clients. Build a new house.” Again, he was putting everyone before himself. It was completely admirable, but I was familiar with this pattern. I’d done it for too long and eventually I didn’t know who I was anymore. 

“When the moon wanes, it’s a restorative time. Time to put down roots, fix what’s broken. My pack can’t be strong unless I have a foundation. Lead by example.” He laced his fingers between mine and squeezed my hand. “It’s the perfect time to take a mate, lay down some roots. That’s what I want.” 

He swallowed hard and waited for my response. “Your clients will be happy you’re back. And I can’t wait to help you with the new house.” My heart was pounding. The rest of it....I knew I had to say something, but the threat of fucking everything up beyond recognition was too much to risk.

“It will be your house too, Trina.” Shadow rested his forehead against mine, tracing the outline of my lips so lightly those goosebumps came rushing back. “I want you to be my mate.”

I gasped, pulling away from him. Sadness and confusion cracked Shadow’s face like I’d slammed my hand against a pane of glass. “

What does that mean?” I knew damn well what it meant, so I had to be more specific. “I know it’s a wolf thing. But I’m not a...it’s...I don’t know what to say.”

“That’s okay. I do.” He attempted to smile. “It is a wolf thing, but it’s more than that. When I’m with you, I feel complete. All our lives we look for the piece of ourselves that we aren’t born with. The other part of our soul. And when we find it, we promise that person forever. Because without that piece, we can never be the same.”

My eyes burned. The sentiment was so beautiful, but that wasn’t the reason I was about to cry. “We’ve only known each other a week.”

“It doesn’t fucking matter. As soon as I saw you jump into that fighting ring, I knew you were the woman I wanted to spend the rest of my life with. My heart can’t tell time, Trina. It knows two things: never and forever. Weeks, months—that’s something that humans came up with.”

“However we measure it, our time together has been nothing but adrenaline and infatuation. Don’t get me wrong, I love every second I spend with you, but this isn’t a relationship. Yet. With the world raining down around us, it’s exciting to cling to each other. But what happens when you really get to know me, Shadow? What if this feeling doesn’t last?” 

Shadow’s body rose as he took that all in and fell as he digested it. “You forget I have a head start—”

“I know. But you must be seeing me through different eyes now. It has to be different as man as it was a wolf.” I stood and flipped the burgers over, putting my free hand up in the air when he tried to interject. “We couldn’t argue when you were a wolf. It was like you were watching a movie. It wasn’t a relationship.”

“We could’ve argued. You knew I didn’t get along with Major, and you had no idea what our relationship was like as men.” Shadow walked over to me, and I did my best not to shrink away from him. That wasn’t my intention. I didn’t want him to go, but I needed to get him to slow the hell down. “I’ve never felt so strongly about a woman before. Human or wolf. Trina, it’s you.”

I had felt this way before. Or so I thought. Truth was, I’d never felt this way about Ryan. This was so much more. Everything with Shadow had been so amplified that he’d taken over my whole life. “Then we’re in no rush.” I wrapped my arms around him. His heart was pounding. “I’m not going anywhere.”
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Chapter Twenty-Two
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Shadow

She said no.

So it wasn’t a never no. But it was not right now. And not what I wanted to hear. Trina doubted me, and I needed to make that shit go away. Right now. 

“What’s the difference?” I asked. Trina took the food off the grill, some of it falling into the dirt. She put the plate down on the top stair but wouldn’t meet my eyes. All the breakthroughs she’d had with her guilt about the accident had disappeared, replaced by the shy, unsure woman who didn’t believe she deserved to be happy. It broke the last piece of my heart. “You want this, Trina. Stop punishing yourself.”

“It’s not about that—"

“Then what is it about?” I cut her off. “Ryan wouldn’t want you to be miserable. He’d want to see you living the life that he can’t. Stop fucking wasting it.”

Her mouth dropped, eyes wide and unblinking. She took several deep breaths before she was able to speak. I shouldn’t have said it, but it needed to be said. She was letting her demons eat her from the inside out. I knew the shelter was part of her therapy, but it was fucking time for her to come out of her shelter and live her life again.

“I’m sorry if I can’t snap out of it for you. These feelings didn’t come with an expiration date. Do you think I want to feel like this? Like there’s a tornado brewing inside of me just waiting to destroy everything it touches? I’d do anything to make that go away. And don’t you dare try to tell me what my fiancé would’ve wanted.” The words were like shots from a gun, and it was possible that she may have hit me harder than I struck her. I’d asked her to spend the rest of her life with me and she referred to another man as her fiancé. He might be dead, but fuck, I hated this guy right now. For being able to give Trina something I couldn’t, then taking it all away and keeping it out of my reach.

“What do you want, Trina?”

Fuck. I made her cry. She’d rather break down than tell me what she wanted. She should’ve known I’d move heaven and earth to give it to her, whatever it was. That’s why I was so angry; I thought she knew that and she didn’t. 

“I want...” She had to pause and catch her breath. Tears dripped down her flushed cheeks. The force field she’d put up around herself was impossible to penetrate. I couldn’t get any closer to her right now. She hugged herself. “I want to be happy. I want all the things you don’t think I do. To be normal. I want a brain that isn’t constantly playing tricks on me, thinking the boogeyman is around every corner. One that thinks everything that’s good is too good to be true. And most of all, I want you to want me. Not because you need a woman to show off to the rest of the pack. I’m not sure I understand the reasoning behind that, but I’m not gonna lie, Shadow. It makes everything between us feel cheap.”

Force field be damned, I was going to take a sledgehammer to the wall Trina was trying to put up between us. “I’m thirty-five years old. I’ve been with a lot of women—'

“That makes me feel even more special.” She shied away from my touch with a sad chuckle.

I caught her by the shoulder, and made her turn around to look at me, taking her chin in my hand so she had to look in my eyes. “Are you going to give me a chance, or are you going to shoot down everything I say?” 

Her body relaxed, and I took it as peace offering. “Let’s try this a different way then. You make me absolutely insatiable, Trina. All I want to do is to make you happy. I want it more than my own happiness. When I see you crumble like you just did a few minutes ago, it’s worse than six months in captivity, beaten and starved. I can’t fail you. I will do whatever it takes to make you believe me. Every plan I’m making in my life includes you, and if it doesn’t, it’s not worth doing.”

“Nights like this make me happy.” Trina’s smile wobbled, her green eyes blurred through a wall of tears. “I love the way my breath catches in the top of my chest when I see you get out of the truck. I spend the entire day waiting for you to come back to me. Don’t get me wrong, I love what I do, but you’re the thing I’ve been missing. Someone to sit on the stoop and eat...now cold hamburgers with me.” She laughed, and I knew I hadn’t lost her. 

“Last night was one of the best nights of my life. But.” She drew a deep breath. I knew it was coming. “The pack makes you a different man than the one who takes me out to dinner and sleeps with me on a blow-up mattress on the floor of an animal shelter. What the pack does to you, to us, scares me. Shadow the man owns my heart. Shadow the wolf” –she shrugged away from my fingers, letting her head fall— “I need some time to get used to. I’m willing to be anything you want me to be, but I can’t be your mate yet.”

“I want you to be my mate.” I sat down on the stoop, reaching into the plastic bag of hamburger buns. I fixed a plate for her without having to ask how she liked them. I’d made a point while I’d stood guard over her in wolf form to take in as many details as I could remember so I could surprise her with them later. “And I’ll wait for you to come to me, as long as it takes.”

She bumped against me, hot dog already in hand, and laughed. “I’m here.”

I took a bite of the food in her hand. She squealed before taking it away from me. My girl was back, happy and carefree. I might not know much about post-traumatic stress disorder, but I knew I wanted to see Trina happy. “When the time comes, you’ll know exactly what I mean.”

Trina swallowed hard, nodding. “I will.”
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Chapter Twenty-Three
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Trina

I was an absolute fool. The tornado I described to Shadow swirled inside me, destroying everything I’d worked so hard to build. It reduced everything to rubble. There was no predicting when it would strike, and no getting out of its way. It was a lethal force of nature.

Shadow didn’t run for cover. He braced himself against the storm and he weathered it. Now he sat next to me, eating his cold dinner, doing anything he could to get me to smile. Why the fuck did I insist on pushing this man away? Just to see if I could break someone as badly as I’d broken myself? 

To the tornado, it all made sense. As scary as the pack stuff was, I wondered how much worse it could be than what I had now. 

“I’m sorry.” I broke the easy silence as we cleaned up for the night.

“About what?” Shadow set up the blow-up mattress. I couldn’t believe this man still wanted to sleep with his arms around me after our argument. I’d expected him to haul ass out of here. There was even a piece of me that wanted him to.

“I said some horrible things earlier. You’re promising me more than I can give to myself and it scares the living shit out of me.”

“I know.” Shadow motioned for me to sit down in front of him, turning me so my back was to him. He kneaded my shoulders, unknotting the muscles in the back of my neck. Heaven. “Let me do it for you until you can do it for yourself.”

I bit my lip to hold in the moan. This was exactly what I needed. All of it. “Let me explain—"

“Trina, you don’t have to explain yourself.” Shadow cut me off but kept working. My head fell back as his thumbs traced my spine down to the top of my jeans. His fingers were warm against my skin when he slipped underneath my sweatshirt. I knew in a couple of strokes my bra would be unhooked and the sweatshirt beside us on the floor. That wasn’t a complaint.

“Please. Let me try. If I can explain it to you, maybe I can make sense of it myself.” I turned around to face him. Nestled in the heat between his thighs, I was home. “Sometimes my grief is like an out of body experience. I watch myself do hurtful things and there’s no way to stop them.” 

The next part was going to sound absolutely crazy, but Shadow said he wanted to be with me forever. He had to know all of me. I couldn’t hold anything back. “

It’s almost like I’m two different people. The girl who’s devastated that she destroys everything that’s good around her, and the tornado who thinks things are better that way. I don’t know how to make them both happy at the same time.”

“Which one do you want to be happy?” Shadow asked. No judgment. If I was scaring him, he had the best damn poker face I’d ever seen. 

“The sane answer is the happy one. But the tornado’s been my best friend for a long time. I don’t know what my life would be like without it anymore.”

Shadow nodded. 

“So if you kick the tornado to the curb—” he raised his hand when I raised my eyebrows. “Hear me out, Trina. I’m not making fun of you. Your pain is real. I like that you call it the tornado, by the way. It’s the perfect description. It’s going to be hard to abandon those feelings. Like you said, you and the tornado have been through a lot together. It’s comfortable. Not letting the tornado take your energy away from you and twist it into something negative is going to feel like another death. Of course it’s going to be hard to adjust. Happy is scary because it’s so hard to find and so easy to lose. You know that. But fuck, it’s worth it.”

I could hardly breathe for a whole new reason, something I was completely unfamiliar with. “You get it,” I whispered. Covering my face with my hands, I wanted to contain the sob. Shadow had reduced me to a quivering mess of happy tears. “I thought if I said it out loud, I’d understand. But you just made why I do it make sense and that’s something no person or medication or therapy could ever do for me. Thank you.” 

I slid my fingers down my wet cheeks. Shadow had never looked more beautiful than he did right now. 

Gently pulling my fingers away from my face, Shadow kissed each fingertip. “Congratulations,” he said between kisses. “You kicked the tornado’s ass.”

“No, you did.” I spread my fingers then leaned in to kiss him, my hand still between our lips. It wasn’t the easiest kiss, but nothing good came easily. The tornado tried to creep back in, it pulsed in a deep corner of my brain, but I ignored it.

Take that, tornado!

We parted enough that Shadow wasn’t fuzzy. I dropped my hand to his heart. “I love you.” 

For a second, I thought Shadow might cry. “I love you too, Trina.”

I thought the last kiss was the best one ever, but this one blew it out of the water. “You know what?” I asked, my lips moving against the stubble of his cheek. He shook his head. “I’m going to let you.”
	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter Twenty-Four
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Shadow

Watching Trina blossom into the woman she wanted to be wasn’t a perfect journey, but now when she stumbled or the tornado reared its ugly head, we could talk about it. I could catch her before she fell into the abyss, and she’d let me. It made all the difference in the world. I didn’t know it was possible to love her even more. The barriers between us fell and we could be one. 

Almost all the barriers fell. As the moon gained strength, so did my wolf. It had been a long time since I’d gone through a full moon cycle as a human and everything was off. Now I was the one holding back, trying not to scare the hell out of Trina with the real me.

“What’s going to happen tomorrow night?” she asked. Hell if I knew, but I was glad she asked. She must have so many questions about me being a wolf, and the shift had freaked her out last time. This time she’d be prepared. “How long will you be a wolf?”

“Usually only a day.” My mouth was practically watering at the thought of sinking my teeth into Ryker’s neck. I’d have to snap it. A bite would never take a wolf as strong as him down. “It won’t be that much different than last time. I’m just going the other way.”

“Much different for you.” 

“You met me as a wolf. That shouldn’t bother you.” 

“But we do things I’ll never do with any of the guests at my shelter.” Trina swatted me. “I’m going to have to buy a six-pack to deal with this shift.”

“I know.” I slipped my arm around her waist. “It was the first thing I tasted after six months. That’s how I knew you were the right woman for me. You were beer flavored.”

“I don’t drink so much anymore, now that I’m with you. Sam Adams had been my rebound man. He’s taking news of the breakup well, even though we’re going to stay friends.” She tipped her face up to accept a long, hot, non-beer flavored kiss. “So when you say you’re usually only a wolf for a day, have you ever stayed wolf for the whole month? Before you got captured, of course.”

“Not since I was a teenager. Our bodies were going through so many changes it was harder to control then.”

“I see.” Trina bit her lip. “You have trouble shifting when you’re horny.”

I burst out laughing. “Pretty much.”

“Well, Mr. Channing, I think we should make sure you don’t have any pent-up desire left in the tank. I don’t think I’d be able to forgive myself if you couldn’t shift for a whole month because I left you wanting more.” She ran her finger down the middle of my chest, settling on my growing erection. “You’ve certainly made me insatiable.”

“I’d hate to leave you with a craving you can’t satisfy.” That wasn’t going to happen because Trina was sinking down to her knees, gazing at my crotch like she’d just come downstairs on Christmas morning.

Christmas with Trina. I couldn’t wait. It would almost be better than this blowjob. But I’d be a fool not to live in the moment. She’d unzipped my jeans and pushed them down my legs, followed by my boxers. She pumped the shaft in her hand, massaging my ass with the other. Shit, I had to steady myself with my hands on her shoulders, fingers sliding into her hair. I guided her as she wrapped her mouth around my cock, licking and sucking slowly, savoring me like it really could be a month before she had a chance to do this again. She palmed my balls in her other hand, taking me as deep as she could in her mouth, clamping down on my shaft. Her slow movements were ecstasy and torture at the same time. I was dying for her to touch me everywhere, but I’d miss her touch as soon as she was done.

“Hey!” Trina exclaimed when I pulled away from her, sinking down to my knees. “I wasn’t done with that.” 

“I need to be inside you, now.” I ripped the button off her jeans. It rolled into the crate area, and the cats went crazy trying to chase it. “Before I go insane.” 

Or shift. That would terrify her, if I turned wolf while she had me in her mouth.

“You were.” 

“Like this.” This close to the shift, everything was intensified and I didn’t have the control over my body that I usually did. Trina was ready for me, her pussy glistening with arousal as I easily slipped inside her. Exactly where I wanted to be. Still half dressed, pants around our ankles, we moved together in a frantic rhythm. My hands knotted in Trina’s hair so I could ravage her mouth the same way I was doing to her pussy. Every part of her was so fucking sweet. 

“This is good, too.” She pulsed around my cock, her fingers digging into the backs of my arms as she came. I loved riding her orgasm, the contractions of her body bringing me over the edge. 

We lay together, a tangle of half-dressed limbs, panting and holding each other. 

“I don’t know if I should get dressed or just take it all off.” Trina laughed.

Slicked with sweat, I was still shell-shocked by the intensity of my need for her. Everything in my body was still going haywire, and I wondered if I’d even make it until the full moon before I shifted.

“I think I’m going to shift tonight.” 

“The moon isn’t completely full until tomorrow.” Trina pulled her jeans up her legs and frowned. “Is this a good thing or a bad thing?”

“It’s never happened before.” My skin rippled. Fuck. It was definitely going to be tonight.

“If you’re feeling this way, what about your brothers? Major? Wouldn’t it be the same for them? They haven’t shifted in a while, either.”

“We don’t sit around and talk about our feelings.” I tried to make a joke as I zipped my jeans. Oh, to hell with it. I pushed them down my legs and ripped off my sweatshirt. Trina’s eyes were huge, but she didn’t say anything. “It’s not something guys do. The closest we get to that is talking about the new house.”

“And I love that. But Shadow, I’m scared. Like in the bad way. I don’t want you to be the only wolf. If you’re feeling this vulnerable as a man—"

“It’s not weakness!” I growled. It was anything but. It was lightning in a bottle; pure unleashed nuclear fire. If Trina worried about anything, it would be the untamed aggression that I needed to satiate. I hated that her tornado was back, swirling with doubt about me. Once I shifted back to man, I’d fix everything. There wasn’t time for that now. The wolf was on its way. “I’m going to use this to my advantage. No one will expect me tonight.”

“What are you going to do?” Trina rushed after me. I stood in front of the shelter, my skin glowing in the light of the Beaver Moon. Fur blossomed beneath the surface of my skin. There was no way to stop it.

“What I always said I was going to do.” My newly sharp teeth cut my tongue as I spoke. “I’m going to restore order to the pack and reclaim what’s been taken from me.”

**
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THE COOL NIGHT AIR rippled through my fur as I sprinted toward the forest. This felt good. Too good. The last time I ran in wolf form was the night Ryker had caught us. It wasn’t lost on me that my final destination tonight was the same exact place. Full circle. 

Sawtooth had settled in for the evening. None of the electricity pulsed through the air like it normally did on the night of the full moon. That energy always rubbed against my skin, whether I’d shifted yet or not. I was disoriented without it. Maybe after being away from the ebb and flow of the shift for seven months I wasn’t as sensitive, but no other wolves passed through the trees as I approached our village. 

I was greeted by Mom whooping at the cabin. 

“Rummy!” she exclaimed and I already knew what she was doing—putting down the last of her cards and standing up for her victory dance while my brothers groaned, left holding half the deck. “You should’ve never put two fives that close together, Baron. I taught you better than that.”

We were all convinced she taught us the wrong rules because none of us had ever been able to beat Mom at a game of cards. Didn’t matter the game, she mopped the floor with us every time. She should’ve moved to Vegas, but they’d probably run her out of town for being a card shark. 

Baron and Dallas were playing cards; that meant they had yet to shift. They wouldn’t tonight. None of us would ever have the balls to take on Mom when we were that distracted. I scratched at the door. 

“Shadow?” Mom called out before she opened it. “Honey, come in. You shifted already?”

“What the fuck?” Dallas finished off his beer. I wondered which one of them was headed to the girls’ apartment. After the attack at Trina’s house, things had quieted way down. But we couldn’t get lazy. 

“Language, Dallas.” It didn’t matter how old we were, in Mom’s house, we followed her rules. She crouched down checking my eyes and coat. “Are you okay, Shadow? I can’t remember the last time any of you have shifted before the full moon.”

“Yeah, I’m fine.” We could still communicate because we were all the same species. While Trina would just hear growls and whines, my family always understood me. “Why does everyone think shifting early is weakness? What if it gives me more power?”

“It’s fu...weird, that’s what it is.” Baron smirked when Mom side-eyed him. “You’re like a kid who doesn’t know what he’s doing. Get control of yourself, Shad. If Major sees you tonight—-“

“He won’t,” I growled. “I came back to see if you’d shifted. I can’t text like this. I’m headed to Ryker’s. He’ll never expect me tonight. If you want to follow me in the truck, that’s cool. Or else I’ll meet you at the shelter in the morning.”

“Shadow! Don’t be reckless. Especially around Trina.” Mom was obsessed with Trina. I hadn’t introduced them yet because she wasn’t technically my mate. “You come back here tonight. The boys can check on her.”

I didn’t want to be away from her for an entire night. I looked over at my brothers. “You coming or what?”

“Yeah.” Baron got up. “You should ride in the truck with us. If you want to surprise Ryker, don’t let anyone see you coming for him.”

I was too big for the narrow backseat of Baron’s truck. The discomfort worked in my favor, kept me focused on my mission. 

“What’s your plan, Shad?” Dallas turned around from the passenger’s seat. “This is going to be tricky.”

“It’s going to be suicidal,” Baron grumbled. “His property will be crawling with his goons. They’ll shoot you on sight.”

If he wasn’t driving, I’d bite the back of his neck. I was so sick of his negative attitude. Once Ryker was dealt with, I needed to get him away from Major. “We need to distract them.” 

“We?” Baron asked.

That was it. I nipped at him, and the truck swerved. 

Dallas shoved me hard against the back of the cab. “We’re not going to beat anyone if we can’t fucking work together. Shadow, what do you want us to do?”

That was more like it. “Let me out before you get to the property. Distract the guards. Get shit riled up. Ryker will have to come out to see what the fuck is going on, and I’ll get him.”

“We’re not armed.” Baron was really still going to give me attitude? 

“You have the truck. And a fucking brain. Use it.”

Our best weapon was the element of surprise. Everyone was too pissed off to hammer out a solid plan before we got to the edge of Ryker’s property. I was relieved to get out of the car. I knew I could trust my brothers to do the right thing, even if they doubted me. My focus was on Ryker.

I had to control myself, slowing down to a trot as the barn came into sight. An all too familiar metallic stench burned my nose and I realized something that I didn’t anticipate.

Ryker was still fighting dogs. 

There wouldn’t be a fight tonight. Ryker liked to fight shifters, and they’d be too strong. I was blinded by rage, running full speed to the barn. Bile rose in my throat, and as I approached my former prison, I understood everything that Trina struggled with. Shaking with fear, I ducked behind an equipment building before any of the guards spotted me. I had no idea what the operation had looked like from the outside. Ryker thought he had something worth protecting in there from the size of the guns the guards carried. 

If we’d had any idea this was happening, Baron would know to drive the truck into the side of the barn. Instead, he drove straight for Ryker’s house.

The impact crushed the hood of the truck, shattering the windshield. The guards ran toward the accident. I chased them, faster than they were as humans, biting the Achilles’ heel of the slower guard.

“Fuck!” he yelled as he fell to the ground, dropping his gun. I ripped into him, getting any flesh I could, snapping bone. The other guard trained his gun on me, but my brothers, on the edge of their shift, were too quick for him. They knocked the other guy over, and now both Baron and Dallas were armed.

“He’s got more dogs,” I panted as we left the guards bloody and broken in the dirt and headed back to the truck. Ryker’s voice carried over his property, and more guards joined him. “Can you smell it?”

“That’s what that is? Shit.” Baron kept time with me. I’d be shocked if he made it through the night as a human. He shouldn’t have this kind of speed unless he was on the verge of shifting.

“What the fuck? How did the wolves get loose? Jerry, Frank, rein him in.” Ryker didn’t realize that the men running toward him weren’t his guards until Baron and Dallas sprayed him and the men that surrounded him with bullets. Most of them hit the ground before impact, rolling into the dirt. Good thing for Ryker’s foresight, these guns had rounds of ammo. He’d been preparing for a war. He got his wish.

Ryker pulled a gun from behind him, firing at me as I barreled toward him. The bastard either didn’t have wolves in that barn or didn’t take them seriously. The bullets weren’t silver, and all they did was piss me off even more.

He was too old to run, and with his guards scattered, I had him just how I wanted him. But I wasn’t going to make it quick and easy for him. 

“Who are you?” His voice shook, but he stood his ground. Arrogant to the very end. “What the fuck do you want? You won’t make it off this property alive.”

“Neither will you.” I circled him, crowding him against my brother’s ruined truck. My brothers held guard behind me, guns drawn. “I can’t believe you don’t remember me, Ryker. After all, we were roommates for six months.”

“Oh Jesus, it’s you. The one with the hero girlfriend.” Ryker rolled his eyes. “You shouldn’t have left her alone tonight.”

My fur stood on end. If the bastard had been right about one thing in his life, it was that. I needed to get back to Trina as soon as possible. Ryker had already proven he’d make good on any threat.

“We’ve seen you with her. At the shelter, after hours. She’s feisty, but I like that. Nothing will be better than watching the flames in her eyes go out. I bet that plump body tastes real sweet. Like a peach. I’ll find out when I have her brought to me. You’ll be back where you belong, in chains, and you’ll have the pleasure of watching your bitch girlfriend get fucked by every man on this property.”

I sprung off the ground, a blur of blood and fur. Ryker’s arrogance made him slow. Stupid. I’d anticipated his next move, and my teeth sank into the artery on the side of his neck. 

He tasted rotten, but the sound of his neck snapping made up for it. 

“Shadow! You’ve got him! Enough!” Baron pulled me off him. I knew this bastard wouldn’t just die. I’d practically ripped his head clear away from his body before my brothers were able to pry me off of him. I lunged again, but they held me back. I wanted to destroy everything about him. His threat echoed in my head.

“What about the rest of them?” Dallas asked, still gripping my bloody scruff. 

All the guards stood frozen in place, in horror or awe. It was hard to tell which one. I shook free of my brother, circling the small crowd that had watched me take out their leader.

“Tell them to free the dogs,” I instructed. “If these guys stay loyal to me, none of them will be punished. They stray, they pay. That simple.”

Baron explained the rules to my new men, and Dallas freed the dogs from their chains. I recognized some of them as coming from Forever Home. How anyone in town could look themselves in the mirror after taking Ryker’s bribe and adopting from Trina’s shelter was beyond me. If they knew about the dog fights, I had a hard time believing they didn’t know what they were handing these over dogs for. Luckily, the dogs hadn’t been here long and hadn’t suffered much. 

A guard gave us the keys to one of Ryker’s SUVs. So far, they were cooperating. It was anyone’s guess what would happen once we’d left. I’d either written our death sentence or gained a well-oiled pack. Right now, I only cared about two things—getting these dogs back to the shelter and making sure Trina was safe. 

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter Twenty-Five
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Trina

“I’m fucking terrified.” I hadn’t taken my eyes off the window. I didn’t expect to see Shadow again tonight, but I kept picturing the worst case scenario. Anyone who was as angry as he was about Ryker couldn’t possibly think straight. Shadow wanted blood, and he didn’t care how he got it. “What if he’s alone? Or he’s been captured? Or...”

I couldn’t say it out loud. 

“This is his fight.” Kiera offered me a beer, but I shook my head. “The wolves were captured before they met us. You aren’t responsible for this, Trina.”

The tornado didn’t agree.

“I can’t lose him,” I said to myself more than anyone. There was nothing the girls could do to console me. I’d created this mess myself. As soon as Shadow came back, and he was coming back, I’d tell him what I should’ve said immediately. That I was his forever. 

My heart stopped when headlights illuminated the driveway. I didn’t recognize the SUV. 

“Do you have your gun, Trina?” Lyssie asked, backing away from the window and shutting off the lights. 

“Yeah.” I didn’t move.

“Where is it?”

“We don’t need it.” I didn’t panic when the SUV doors opened, another feeling washed over me. Peace. The eye of the storm. Whoever was here wasn’t going to hurt us. I don’t know how I knew it, but I did.

“Found it,” Kiera called out. 

I turned to see her looking down the barrel of the gun. “Put that down! It’s loaded and so are you!” 

She dropped the gun, putting her arms up in the air. It was a miracle it didn’t fire.

“Holy crap,” Lyssie cried. “Is that Jolie and Dex?”

The two German Shepherds I’d recently adopted out came bounding up the stairs.

“It is.” Maybe I was seeing things. “Maybe things didn’t work out?” It happened, and it wasn’t unusual to have someone come back in the middle of the night. Sometimes we’d get a note explaining what the problem was. Even though it broke my heart that they didn’t find their forever home, at least the people were smart enough to give the animals back to me. 

“Who’s that?” Kiera asked when more dogs came into view. “It looks like—"

“Shadow!” He didn’t look quite right, herding the Shepherds up the stairs. Baron and Dallas climbed out of the SUV, following the dogs up the stairs. 

I was already out the door, on my knees in front of Shadow. “What happened to you?” 

His fur was caked with blood. Hoping it belonged to someone else, I pushed his fur aside and almost passed out when I saw the wounds.

“He’s going to be okay,” Dallas insisted. “We need him to shift as soon as possible. It will speed the healing.”

“How?” I wouldn’t let go of him. Shadow whinnied, nudging his nose against my shoulder. “He was worried about being able to shift easily. I’m even more worried since he turned wolf early and you guys didn’t.”

“Some of it was stress, I bet.” Baron crouched down in front of us, running his hand through Shadow’s matted fur, then looking at me. “He did it. Ryker’s dead, Trina. He had these guys in the barn. It looked like he was building another dog fighting ring.”

“You’re shitting me.” I swooned, falling against Shadow. “Girls, check them and make sure they’re okay. Get them food and water, they’re probably starving.” 

I’d call the owners in the morning, hopefully it was a mistake, but now, I couldn’t think of anything but Shadow. His skin was torn, his fur filthy.  He was whining, trying to tell me something.  I couldn’t let go of him. 

“What should we do for Shadow?” I asked. Baron had transitioned into next in command. “Should I call the vet for these wounds? Is he going to be too weak to shift?”

Please don’t let these wounds be fatal. There was so much blood. 

Shadow growled. Even in wolf form, he knew what I was thinking. 

Baron laughed and slapped Shadow’s ass. “This guy is anything but weak. No, let’s get him cleaned up. When he shifts, and he will, it’s just a matter of time, anything that’s broken or lodged inside should take care of itself.”

**
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THE FULL MOON BEGAN to wane and Shadow still had yet to shift. Baron and Dallas had transformed to wolf and back to man in a matter of two days. 

“Are you sure he’s not in danger?” I asked Baron for possibly the millionth time. He’d come to pick up the girls for the night. I was delirious at this point. I had barely slept since they brought Shadow back to me. I held vigil with him, and while his brothers insisted he was fine, I was losing hope. 

New pink skin already covered the wounds, and fuzz covered the bare patches in his coat. Shadow acted like he did the first time he’d come to me. He wouldn’t leave my side.

“It should be any time.” Baron was less convincing every day. 

“Is there any possibility that he’ll never shift again?” Shadow pawed at me, trying to assure me he was okay. I buried my face in his fur. I loved the way he smelled when he was wolf. 

“No,” Baron said, finally sure of something. “Trina, get some sleep. Shadow’s worried about you.”

I nodded, knowing that he’d be worried sick. All the old triggers were back. The crying, the doubt, the sense of absolute helplessness. If Shadow stayed wolf or died, I’d never recover. 

How selfish of me. Shadow was the one who’d been wounded. All he needed was my love and support, not to worry about me. 

“Come here.” I patted the air mattress once everything was done for the night and I’d settled enough to try to rest. “I’m going to dream of you as a man, and maybe when I wake up, it will be true.”

I drifted off with Shadow’s fur against my skin, dreaming of his kisses tickling me just as lightly. It was a good dream and I didn’t want to wake up. I’d fallen asleep so hard after not being able to for days. I’d given myself completely to this other world, the place where everything was perfect. Shadow’s body was so warm against mine, his hands caressed me, easing my clothes away. He never broke contact, fingers, lips dancing, my nerves jumping to meet his touch. I moaned when he began stroking the spot at the apex of my thighs, bringing everything crashing to the surface.

Don’t wake up. I want to see how this ends.

A kiss landed on my open mouth. That sweet, earthy taste that I’d been craving since Shadow shifted filled me drip by glorious drip, filling the cracks fear and doubt had brought, making me whole again. This was the best dream ever. 

Until the kissing stopped, and the hand drew away from my sex. Shit. My subconscious couldn’t even give me what I wanted.

“Trina.” Shadow’s voice was warm and smooth like caramel. “Wake up, baby.”

No. I shook my head. It was a trick. I’d open my eyes and he’d still be a wolf. 

“I know you’re awake.” A quick peck landed on my cheek and something hard and deliciously familiar bumped against my leg. This was either the most vivid dream ever, or... “And if you stop hiding from me we can do a lot more.”

It couldn’t hurt to open one eye. I could always go back to sleep and chase the dream. 

Black hair tickled my face, blue eyes just above mine. That wasn’t any different. But the face belonged to a man. My man. I blinked rapidly, but he didn’t disappear. He laughed as I patted him frantically to make sure my mind wasn’t playing tricks on me. I could be delirious. 

“You shifted.” How could I forget how gloriously gorgeous he was? This was like seeing him for the first time. Shadow held himself up over me. He seemed even bigger than he did before, larger than life. Stronger. The muscles rippled under his skin. I glanced down at his cock, which was just as happy to see me as I was to see it. I threw my arms around him. “It took forever. Are you okay?”

Now he’d be able to tell us if anything was wrong, and he wouldn’t be able to fake any macho bullshit and insist he was fine. I’d be able to see it. 

“Never been better.” He punctuated the statement with a long, slow kiss, easing down on me. I’d never been better, either. “I missed this so much.”

“I was so worried.” I could barely keep my lips off of him long enough to talk. “You stayed wolf so long, and—"

“I know.” Shadow was having the same problem. “I kept giving Baron and Dallas shit because they couldn’t convince you everything was going to be all right.”

“Not funny.” I whacked him before melting back into him. “I never want to be away from you, Shadow.”

“Likewise.” He nestled his head in the crook of my neck, trying to catch my heart beat with kisses. 

I pulled him up by his hair, his grin setting every part of me on fire. “No. I mean it. It’s all I’ve been able to think about since you shifted. I’m yours, Shadow. Every part of me belongs to you.”

“You’re my everything.” He brushed a sweet kiss against my lips. “My heart beats for you, I breathe for you. My future is yours.”

“I can’t wait.”

“This is all I’ve ever wanted.” His fingers laced between mine. “Trina, please stay with me forever.”

“There’s no place I’d rather be.”

No more words were necessary, now that I knew that I could love someone and never lose them. Shadow was everything I needed, body and soul. And the reward for letting myself accept his love with sweeter than I could have ever imagined. 
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Her Guardian Wolf

Baron

“Tell me a story.” A slow smile spread across Kiera’s face. The kind of smile that promised I’d be rewarded handsomely for accommodating her request. “Dallas did it for Lyssie last night, and I’d hate to get left out.”

Don’t get me wrong, I was totally on board with that possibility. Kiera was an amazing woman who deserved a worthy mate, and I was interested in applying for that position. She didn’t need a babysitter, but tonight, that’s what I was.

“Our fairy tales aren’t the ones you grew up with.” More like dark and gritty cautionary tales meant as lessons to smarten us up, make us think on all four feet. Kiera beckoned me from a doorway that I assumed led to her bedroom. I wasn’t exactly the big bad wolf, but I couldn’t be trusted to keep my hands to myself in there. “They don’t always have a happy ending.”

“That’s okay. I want to hear them.” She grabbed my arm and pulled me with her into the unknown. “Don’t spare me the gory details. I can take it. Tell me what it’s like to be a wolf.” 

I’d never explained this to a human before. As far as humans in Granger Falls were concerned, werewolves existed in legends only, stories old people would bore their grandkids with about karma. We took care of things human law couldn’t.

And that was why I was here with Kiera tonight.

Kiera climbed on her bed and curled up under the blankets. Gorgeous as always. She never wore makeup, and her brown hair was disheveled, an open invite to run my fingers through it that I always had to turn down. Her lashes cast shadows on her cheeks in the low light. My wolf rumbled inside me. I was starving for this woman’s touch, but the hunger strike had to continue. A little while longer, anyway. She patted the edge of the bed, and her eyes flicked up, bracing herself for rejection.

Get over yourself. She’s going to think you don’t want her. Nothing could be further from the truth. Her bed was too soft as I sat on the very edge. It smelled like a woman—shampoo and fruity body lotion. I swear I could feel her heart beat, a soft little thump against my soul. My mouth watered. Times like this, my animal twisted around any human desires and made them impossible to ignore. 

“This all used to be wolf land,” I started, clearing my throat. “Before the town started to expand, the wolves thrived for centuries. Running, playing, hunting. We were the kings of Sawtooth. Faster than the bears, and more ferocious than the elk and the bison. When the villages popped up, we could protect the residents. They kept our secrets, and we could still stay in the shadows. For some wolves, that was their job—to take care of problems. Others, like my family, kept the peace. We held everyone accountable. The balance worked for centuries. Every wolf had a mate, but unlike some species, we weren’t promised to each other at birth or fated to be together. We actually fell in love with our partners. Once we found our mate, the bond lasted forever.”

Kiera hugged a pillow to her stomach, hanging on every word like I read to her from a thick book of fairy tales. It was pretty close to that now. That way of life didn’t exist in Sawtooth National Forest anymore. 

“Do you have a mate?” she asked.

“No.”

She narrowed her eyes in confusion. 

“None of you have mates?” It was more of an accusation than a question. “Major’s too bitter to possibly be getting laid on the regular, but you and your brothers...”

Kiera had Major nailed already. 

“All male wolves in Sawtooth under the age of forty are single unless their families had enough money to purchase them a mate. All the she-wolves were claimed before they could walk. At least they didn’t get our hopes up, then snatch them away later.” I smiled sadly. “I grew up in a family of four boys with a single mom. My dad passed away when I was ten. I’m sure you don’t need to do the math.”

“If women everywhere knew there was a forest full of eligible bachelors in Idaho, they’d be flocking here by the busload.” Keira’s eyes lit up. We’d like that too, but we’d never claim them. No wolf in the pack had ever taken a human as a mate. “How is this even possible?” she asked.

“It’s not wolf land anymore.” I lay on my side at foot of the bed, finally letting myself relax. “The town took the land, thinking it belonged to no one. Our prey perished, and we were forced to be more human than animal. Members of the pack died without anyone to replace them. Our system fell apart, and the packs shrank. By some fluke or maybe karma, no one knows, very few she-wolves have been born in the last forty years. The packs started fighting over them, but the wolves who’d been able to transition to human life with the most ease offered their families money for the right to have their sons mate with their daughters.”

Kiera blinked in disbelief. 

“Wow. It’s like Narnia. A whole world in the forest and we’re like clueless on the other side of the wardrobe.” She laughed, scooting closer to me. “Are the females treated like princesses or slaves?”

If Kiera was my mate, there’s no question she’d be my goddess. That’s why she had me on edge. “Somewhere in between. We knew growing up that we wouldn’t have a mate, so women were always forbidden fruit.” Kiera bit her lip and heat rolled off her body. I sat up, stopping myself from having a taste of her. She’d taste like peaches and vanilla. My favorite. “We always wanted what we couldn’t have.”

“You’ve been with a woman, right?” 

More than she’d ever want to hear about. We played with human women, but we put our toys away when we were done with them. “Of course.”

She laughed. “Thank God. I’m totally not judging you. But...never mind. Back to the story. Everything you told me sounded like it happened a long time ago. What about now?”

It hadn’t. So much had changed in our lifetimes. Now the little girl wolves were completely segregated. They were all born to wealthy families now, leaving the working class wolves a bunch of lonely, frustrated men. “I can’t tell you that.”

How did she get so close to me? Kiera’s arm brushed against my thigh, big brown eyes unblinking, waiting for me to continue. There was nothing more to say. 

“Why not?” she asked.

“Because everything’s changing.” That was the whole reason I was here. “And it will never be that way again.”

Keep reading Her Guardian Wolf! 



    
        Don't miss out!

        
            
                Click the button below
            
            and you can sign up to receive emails whenever Kristen Strassel publishes a new book.  There's no charge and no obligation.
        

        
            
                
                    
                        [image: Sign Me Up]
                

            
            https://books2read.com/r/B-A-XWTB-ORRW

        

        
            
            [image: books2read]
            

            Connecting independent readers to independent writers.

        

    

cover.jpeg
QOTH /,~ IFTERSy| BOOK 1






images/00002.gif





images/00001.gif





images/00004.gif





images/00003.gif





images/00006.gif
Sign Me Up!





images/00005.gif





images/00007.gif





