
  
    [image: Damien’s Dilemma]
  


  
    
      DAMIEN’S DILEMMA

      Wolf Shifter Paranormal Romance

      
        BROKEN SHIFTERS

      

    

    
      
        JULIE K. COHEN

      

    

    
      Julie K. Cohen

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            DAMIEN’S DILEMMA

          

          Summary

        

      

    

    
      
        
        His enemies left her for dead. Now she’s his.

      

      

      
        
        Damien needs to blood-bond a shifter to retain control of his wolf and his pack. He would blood-bond Tess in a second, except his enemies have destroyed her ability to shift. And they're not done with her. . . 

      

        

      
        Tess is determined to navigate this new world without her shifter abilities. She won't let anyone get in her way, least of all Damien, the alpha who's determined to make her his. . .  even if it kills him.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Fight Hard. Love Harder.

        Damien’s Dilemma is the first book in a wolf shifter romance series full of romance, intrigue, and deadly heroes.
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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        DAMIEN

      

      

      Damien tore the neck out of the last guard standing between his team and the hostages inside the research facility. Faint cries, human and shifter, came from two distinct directions. With a nod, he sent Blade and Callen to the right, in the direction that reeked of fear. They bounded down the hall, their claws clicking against the polished marble floor.

      With barely a thought, Damien shifted. A moment later, Frank and Pryce shifted behind him.

      “It stinks here,” Pryce said, noting the obvious smell of humans.

      “Check out that hall,” Damien ordered, pointing left. Normally he would have one of his men guarding his back, but they were short one shifter today, and he wouldn’t leave Frank or Pryce without backup.

      “Kill or capture?” Frank asked as he pushed his dark-blond hair off his face.

      “Neither. Just free our people. If you see any files or laptops, grab them, but don’t waste time searching. The WSSO will have reinforcements here soon enough, and our people are our top priority.”

      Frank and Pryce shifted back to their wolf forms. With streaks of tan and light gray respectively, the guard and medic leapt down the hall and through the first in a series of ten doors. Seconds later, more screams echoed through the building. Humans. Shifters wouldn’t scream at the sight of wolves.

      The other direction, where Damien had sent Blade and Callen, was rather quiet: a good sign. They probably had the hostages secured and were preparing them for transport out of this hellhole. Damien would join them shortly, after he investigated that one smell that piqued his curiosity. No, not a smell, a scent that had been hidden by the guards’ foul body odors, urine, and blood.

      The hallway was quiet and dark, but that scent drew him forward. The floral notes tickled his nose, making him inhale deeply, to reach past the stench of pain and despair that filled the halls of the Wolf Shifter Suppressor Organization. The WSSO had become too bold of late, kidnapping shifters who were minding their own business while shopping in the nearby town of Devil’s Peak. Did the fools who worked here think he wouldn’t rescue his own shifters?

      Damien quietly padded down the corridor, focusing on the scent that had caught his attention. He didn’t have much time to investigate, not after a guard hit the silent alarm before Callen could kill him.

      Damien had probably caught the scent of a human female cowering behind a desk. His eyes had already adjusted to the dark, allowing him to scan each lab and storage room he passed. Another sniff confirmed the presence of a female, alone and afraid, inside that last room. With his foot, he slowly pushed the door open to an empty lab.

      Turning on the lights revealed nothing except maybe that he was losing his touch and following scents that led nowhere.

      As he turned to leave, he heard a slight scratching, like a squirrel sharpening its teeth against the wood siding of a house. There was nothing in the room except a storage cabinet filled with vials, a series of machines that were way beyond his high school education, and several cages with rats. That explained the sound. He’d wasted his time on rats, fucking rats. They were common in research facilities and most buildings in nearby Boulder. He had allowed himself to be distracted by rodents.

      Damien scented the air again to make sure he hadn’t missed any other signs of humans nearby. Chemicals, dirt, waste. The humans hadn’t done a good job cleaning out the rodents’ cages. Hardly a surprise.

      “All clear,” Frank said from the doorway.

      As Damien turned to follow Frank, he caught that scent again—a most enticing essence hidden beneath layers of dirt. It was so subtle, masked by the astringent odors of the chemicals and waste, that he’d almost missed it.

      “You smell that?” Damien asked.

      Frank scented the air. “Rats. I hate rats.”

      Damien was sure he hadn’t imagined the floral scent. As Frank opened his mouth to speak, Damien signaled for quiet. He could hear it now. Breathing. It was faint, but definitely coming from something larger than a rat. Damien motioned to the tarp over a large crate, and Frank positioned himself on the other side, waiting for Damien’s signal.

      With a swipe of his hand, Damien pulled the tarp clear. It was a dog cage. A fucking dog cage with a woman inside. A naked woman who’d been beaten, starved, and God only knew what else. Red-brown hair, dirty and matted with blood, cascaded over her neck and breasts as she lay on her side. Her skin was filthy, as if she hadn’t bathed in weeks, months. Tears streaked her dirty cheeks. From the rise and fall of her chest, he could tell she was breathing.

      “Get Pryce.” Damien bent over to get a closer look.

      Slowly, as if her lids were too heavy to lift, she struggled to open her eyes. They were a light green that held a warmth despite her condition. He half expected her to stare through the bars without truly seeing him. But those soft green eyes held him in a way that he knew would forever haunt him if he didn’t save her. Frail and beaten, she was quite aware of what was happening to her, and she was making him responsible for her from this moment forward.

      “What the fuck?” said Pryce seconds later when he entered the lab. “Why would the humans do that to one of their own?”

      “Maybe she’s a shifter?” Frank said, even as he scented the air again. “Never mind.”

      Damien had already taken in her scent several times now. As delectable as it was, he found no trace of wolf in her. She was human and in bad shape. Already, she was losing the battle to keep her eyes open.

      “Find me a way to get this damn lock off,” Damien said to his shifters as he squatted down to her level.

      “Naked,” she said, somehow managing a slight smile.

      Carrying clothing along on a raid wasn’t practical, and being naked as a shifter was commonplace. His squatting before her in the cage gave her a rather vivid and up-close view. That damn cage didn’t give her any room to turn away. Then again, she was naked too, but he wasn’t going to point that out to her, not when she was struggling to survive.

      “It was a tough fight getting through security,” Damien said. “You know how it is. Everything sets off the scanners these days. Remove shoes, belt. Eventually, there’s nothing left to set off the alarms.”

      She laughed, slight as it was. He found himself smiling. Then her eyes shut, and her face twisted in pain.

      Damien felt her pain as surely as it was his own. His wolf howled inside, angry that she was still in the damn cage. What was taking Frank and Pryce so long to find a set of bolt cutters or even a wire to pick the lock?

      When Frank and Pryce returned, Pryce nudged Damien aside and tried to slip a hand through the bars to take her pulse. She didn’t pull away or resist as Pryce reached for her, and Damien had a feeling it wasn’t because she didn’t want to. She was too weak.

      Frank uncapped a small vial, fouling the air with the stench of rotten eggs. Shit, sulfuric acid.

      Frank cocked his head. “It’s the best I could find,” he said, as if knowing what Damien was thinking.

      “Listen, Sweetness…” Where the hell did that come from? She hadn’t given him her name, but still, ‘Sweetness’ was a bit too familiar, especially coming from him. He glanced at Pryce and Frank. If they said anything, Damien would hang them from a tree by their tails and let the kids use them as piñatas. “I need you to scooch to the back of the cage. Can you do that for me?” There was all of five inches back there, not even enough for her to stretch her legs out, but he needed to get her face away from the lock when they dropped the acid on it.

      “Tired,” she said, closing her eyes again.

      “Shit,” Damien said in frustration. He needed her to hold on a little longer.

      “Language,” she mumbled, the corner of her mouth twitching up ever so slightly.

      He didn’t hide his chuckle. She had spirit, this one. He had to give her that. “Sorry, Sweetness,” Damien said as he pulled the cage out from the wall. Frank grabbed the other side, and together they lifted the front end until she slid to the back of the cage. She let out a high-pitched cry when her right shoulder, already bent at an odd angle, struck the iron bars.

      The shifters set the cage down, with her scrunched at the back. Her face betrayed her pain, though her eyes remained closed as Frank dripped acid into the lock.

      Gunshots sounded in the distance. “Go!” Damien ordered Frank and Pryce. The guard and medic shifted and ran toward the commotion.

      The smell of burning metal made Damien’s nostrils flare as he took up a position by the door and watched the corridor. The acid was taking too long.

      “Please,” she said, her eyes wide open and begging him not to leave her behind.

      His shifters were out there facing bullets, while he remained inside waiting for acid to eat through metal. But he wouldn’t leave her behind. He didn’t care that she wasn’t shifter. She had no one else to fight for her.

      Damien wrapped his bare foot in the tarp and started kicking at the lock. She barely reacted to the lurching of the cage, and that gave him a sinking feeling that she wasn’t going to survive much longer. After three blows, the lock fell off with a loud clank as it struck the floor. Damien pulled the door open and covered the bottom with the tarp to protect her from where the acid had dripped.

      He hated that she cried as he gripped her arms and pulled her out, but there was no time to be gentle. She didn’t complain, though, not once.

      In the distance, Hayden was yelling orders. Damien grabbed a sheet from the rat cages and wrapped it around her as he cradled her in his arms. She had passed out. Maybe that was a blessing, given the pain she was in.

      Damien was running down the corridor when a human wielding a scalpel charged out of a room, threatening not only Damien, but the precious female he carried. Damien stepped aside far enough to place his hand on the man’s back and use the man’s momentum to slam him into the wall.

      A second later, Blade was at Damien’s side, guarding him. “I thought you said we couldn’t take home any spoils,” Blade said.

      “Not funny. The researchers had her in a cage.” Damien was doing a lousy job containing the wolf that raged within. If he hadn’t been holding the woman, he’d punch a wall or toss a chair out a window right now. Or better yet, shift and find some asshole guard to tear to shreds.

      Blade’s nostrils flared slightly, enough for Damien to know his scout was taking in her scent. At least he had the good grace not to point out that she was human.

      “Report,” Damien said.

      “Seventeen shifters are alive and in various stages of health. Good call bringing the truck. A few have broken limbs that haven’t finished healing. They’re in no shape to walk, let alone run to get away. Eight more shifters are in the morgue: some shifted, others not. It’s not clear what killed them, but their scents were off.”

      “Off?”

      Blade met his eyes straight on, as few tended to do. The scout had never been afraid of Damien, or anyone, though Blade knew his place. “Hard to explain. Diseased maybe.”

      At least they had a scent. The woman curled against Damien didn’t smell of wolf. What the hell was he going to do with her, a human of all things?

      “Hayden and Callen are almost done loading everyone into the truck. Frank and Pryce had to contain those two guards who had surrendered earlier. I guess we didn’t do a great job of knocking them out. Still, I never thought they’d be stupid enough to get up before we cleared out of here.”

      “I won’t make that mistake again,” Damien said.

      Blade arched his neck to get a closer look at the woman cradled in Damien’s arms. “We can’t take her with us, Damien. It’s against the rules.”

      “Screw the rules.” He kicked the last door open and strode through. Callen was standing at the back of the truck, his eyes locking on the woman the second Damien stepped outside with her. Hayden was probably already behind the wheel, itching to leave.

      “She’s human,” Callen said.

      “I’m so glad we can all scent the difference between human and shifter,” Damien said as he handed her to Blade to hold while Damien climbed up into the back of the truck. Blade hesitated in hoisting her up to Damien. “Problem?”

      “There’s a reason we made a rule not to bring humans back to our territory,” Blade said, as he handed her to Damien.

      Damien pulled her into his lap as he sat on the floor among the shifters they’d rescued. “I know. We can’t trust humans.”

      “But you’re taking her.”

      “Drop it, Blade,” Callen warned. The yellow flecks in his brown eyes pulsed with his own impatience. He wanted to get them out of the research facility and back into their pack’s territory.

      “Let’s move before more guards arrive,” Damien said as the engine started up. Callen shut the rear door, casting Damien and the rescued shifters into near darkness. The holes Finley from maintenance had drilled into the sides of the truck for air allowed a small amount of moonlight in.

      Seventeen pairs of eyes glowed, some brighter than others. Many focused on Damien, no doubt judging him.

      The woman in his lap cried out when the truck hit a bump, setting both the man and wolf in him on edge. The rescued shifters soon lowered their heads or averted their eyes, just in time. He’d like nothing more than to kill someone right now, and he sure as hell didn’t want it to be someone his team had rescued. These shifters, with their broken limbs and traumatized expressions, all knew he was breaking the rules by bringing a human with them. It was a good thing that he made the rules.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        DAMIEN

      

      

      “It’s been four days,” Damien said as Pryce changed the woman’s IV bag. He’d fixed her dislocated shoulder, treated all the cuts, scrapes and burns. God, she had so many burns on her back that it looked like the bastards at the WSSO used her as an ashtray. Damien’s muscles rippled beneath his skin, his wolf trying to force a shift.

      “You better not do that in here. She could wake up any minute,” Pryce warned.

      “Maybe we should get a doctor,” Damien said, tracing a finger along her soft cheek, willing her to wake.

      “If you can find a human doctor willing to come out here and not betray us afterward, I’ll gladly step aside. Until then, back off. You’re making me nervous.”

      “I’ve seen you field dress innards that have been pulled out of wolves in the middle of shell fire.”

      “Shells explode. They don’t threaten to rip my throat out.”

      Damien’s canines had descended without his realizing. His damn wolf was taking liberties, and he was losing focus. He pulled away from the bed and took up a spot by the window. Fog moved through the trees, pervasive and ominous, like a harbinger of the road ahead. Even now he was having trouble looking at her without remembering that damn cage. Before she slipped into unconsciousness, she had been so frightened, and yet hopeful. He hated standing here, doing nothing, nothing. And yet he couldn’t leave her side. It made no sense; he had no obligation to her, no real connection other than the basic need to see her safe.

      “She’s much stronger than when she arrived,” Pryce said. “Still no sign of any internal injuries. I’ve been pushing the antibiotics and fluids with some painkillers, but not too much. I don’t want to mask any symptoms of hidden injuries. I think she simply needs time to rest and heal at this point.”

      “It’s taking so long.”

      “Humans heal slower. You know this.”

      “Doesn’t mean I have to like it.”

      “We should drop her at a hospital,” said Hayden who had been standing in the doorway for the last few minutes watching in silence. “That’ll be the best thing for her and us.”

      Damien returned to her bedside and smoothed the hair from her forehead. The need to hold her hand, touch her, have some form of contact was too strong to ignore. “Pryce said she’s stable.”

      “All the more reason to take her to town and drop her at the hospital. She’s a danger to us here.”

      Hayden had been in Damien’s face about this since they brought her back. Hayden was usually the first to jump into a fight to protect someone, but he wasn’t backing down. Damien assessed her again, trying to see what it was about her that Hayden feared. She was too pale, and her arms and legs too thin. “She’s hardly in the condition to harm⁠—”

      “I’m not saying she’d try to harm us herself. Her very presence here puts us all at risk.”

      Damien motioned for Hayden to leave the room, where they could talk in private. “We’ve had this discussion already.” Damien was starting to lose his patience. No one else would contradict and stand up to him like Hayden, which made his friend and Second invaluable to him. Damien trusted Hayden’s counsel more than anyone else’s, but this was one of those times he needed Hayden to butt out.

      “Look, Damien, I understand what you did. You were right to rescue her from that torture chamber of a lab, but you should have dropped her at a hospital for her sake as well as ours.” Hayden’s face betrayed nothing beyond his desire to protect Damien and their pack. “We’re not properly equipped to treat a human. What if she has internal injuries? Pryce is a medic and used to treating shifters, not humans. Maybe that’s the reason she hasn’t woken yet. She could die because you won’t let go of her. Let me take her to town before she wakes up and starts memorizing faces and names.”

      “And what happens when the police investigate what happened to her? I’m sure she knows the faces and names of the people at that facility. Do you think the WSSO will wait for the police to arrest them? It’s one thing killing shifters. The government hasn’t exactly outlawed that, has it? But what the WSSO did to her will get a lot of attention, the type they don’t want.”

      “Which is why we should hand her over,” Hayden argued. “Put a dent in the WSSO’s power.”

      The WSSO was a group of humans who’d made it their life’s mission to rid the earth of all shifters, starting with wolf shifters. The law turned a blind eye to them since technically speaking, shifters weren’t people and thus didn’t have the rights of people.

      “I’m not going to use her to turn the government’s focus on the WSSO’s activities. It’s too risky. The monsters at the WSSO will kill her and cover up what they’ve been doing. They always do.”

      Hayden breathed out an exasperated sigh. “I don’t want to see her in danger any more than you do. But we can’t ignore the problem of her staying here. What happens when she finds out we’re shifters? She’ll run as fast as she can. And then she’ll expose us.”

      “You don’t know that,” Damien said, with less confidence. He knew what Hayden was saying was true, but Damien couldn’t let her go. Not yet.

      “Neither of us knows what she’ll do. That’s the point. If she leaves on her own or if she escapes, she’ll lead them back to us. Best to do this while she’s unconscious.”

      This was one of those times Damien hated Hayden’s logic, but Damien would be remiss as alpha to ignore him. “She stays, for now. At least until she’s healed.”

      Hayden bit back a comment. “Fair enough. But we’ll have to knock her out when it’s time to return her and drive a few hundred miles away. We can’t risk her leading the authorities back here.”

      “I’ll leave that to you when the time comes. Until then, limit contact to her. No one shifts in front of her or talks of the pack, shifter business, or our location.”

      Hayden relaxed. His insecurities when it came to the safety of the pack seemed to be at an all-time high, and that was without Drake around to aggravate him. “We can use this time to ask her what she knows. That should satisfy the pack.”

      Damien’s head jerked up. “What do you mean ‘satisfy the pack’?”

      “There’s some grumbling about her being here. How you broke your own rule.”

      Damien was about to speak when Hayden held up a hand. “I’m just saying, it doesn’t look good if you live by a different set of rules. You’re the alpha. The pack takes its cues from you.”

      “I don’t need a damn protocol lesson,” Damien snapped as he rubbed the four-day growth on his face. He needed to shave. The beard was too itchy in human form, but he’d been too preoccupied staying by the woman’s bedside to take any time for himself. No, what he really needed was a run, a way to release some of the pent-up anger that hadn’t left him since he’d found the woman. He still couldn’t forget the pleading look on her face when she thought he was leaving her in that damn dog cage.

      Hell, that’s probably why he’d found it hard to move from her bedside these past four days. And from what Hayden was saying, Damien had ignored more than himself while he’d been cooped up in his house. The pack needed answers, or at least reassurance. He couldn’t keep ignoring them.

      “Call a meeting for Friday night. I’ll explain what’s going on and address any questions the pack has.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        TESS

      

      

      Tess opened her eyes to soft light. She was lying down, fully stretched out and not doubled over on her side in the cage. There was bedding beneath her: gloriously soft bedding. And sheets, clean sheets! Even her skin felt clean for the first time in… How long had it been since she had been allowed to wash?

      Muscles protested as she stretched, having been under-used and confined for far too long. Every part of her body ached. Stretching felt wonderful. Her shoulder, on the other hand, felt like it was on fire, though not quite as bad as before. She could move her arm now without too much pain. Someone had popped her bone back into the socket.

      Slowly, images of a naked man came to mind. He’d been outside her cage, talking to her in a deep, soothing voice. At first, she thought she was dreaming. It had been a long time since someone had talked to her as if she wasn’t a lab rat.

      Tess shivered at the memories. The beatings, the cutting, the burns. The researchers had done everything they could to scare her, to force her to defend herself. In the end, none of it had worked. She shivered again, a cold chill running through her when she thought of how her torturer had taken particular pleasure in burning her.

      “Are you cold?” a voice asked. Smooth, deep, genuine. The naked man by her cage.

      With some effort, Tess turned her head to the side. One very delectable hunk sat in a chair in the corner, reading a newspaper, except this time he was far from naked. Maybe she had imagined that part. His jet black hair made a striking contrast to his eyes that seemed to vacillate from blue to gray. The black shirt and jeans he wore gave him a foreboding appearance, but she wasn’t scared of him. How could she be? He’d freed her from hell.

      “A little cold,” she said, her voice coming out raspy. Her throat was raw.

      “You’ve been through a lot.” He draped another blanket over her, carefully bringing it past her shoulders and tucking it under her chin. The back of his hand brushed her jaw, and the most marvelous heat traveled through her. Maybe he could be her blanket.

      He placed an ice-chip in her mouth. Perfect. She sucked on the chip, letting the melting water slide down her throat. “Thanks. It hasn’t been a great few…” Weeks? Months? Years? “What’s the date?”

      “May fourteenth. You’ve been here four days.”

      “And the year?”

      No one that handsome should ever frown like that. She would take her question back if she could, but she really wanted to know the year.

      He folded the newspaper he had been reading in thirds, obscuring the paper’s name as he held it out so she could read the date.

      “That’s good.”

      “Good? Sweetness, nothing about those researchers or what they did there was good.”

      Did he just call her Sweetness? He’d called her that before, back at the lab. “I was afraid it was even longer. They took me right after the fourth of July. But I lost track of time in there with no calendar or way of scratching marks on the wall or floor. You know, like in the movies.”

      “Don’t know much about the movies. I don’t watch tv.”

      “Really? Then you’re depriving some poor girl out there. You’d be really fun to cuddle up next to during a horror flick.”

      A slight grin surfaced. “Maybe I’ll have to try one some time. Could use some practice on the cuddling though. Know anyone willing to put up with me?”

      God, she would be there in a heartbeat, except the damn throbbing in her shoulder wouldn’t leave her alone.

      He eyed her warily, then poked his head into the hallway, and called for someone. Guess she had said something wrong. Though she wasn’t going to worry about it. Not with Gray Eyes leaning over her, staring at her as if he could see her soul.

      “What’s wrong?” another male voice asked, with a slight southern twang. He checked the IV line in her arm. Oh, that explained the annoying drip pounding in her ears like a herd of elephants stampeding through the plains.

      “She’s in pain,” Gray Eyes said.

      Southern Twang leaned over her now. He smelled nice, but not as nice as Gray Eyes. Southern Twang checked her eyes and her pulse, then started unhooking the IV line.

      “You’re doing great, darlin’,” he said with a smile. “Besides your shoulder, anything hurting?” Gently, he patted her forearm. She swore she heard a low rumble, almost like a growl, coming from Gray Eyes.

      “I’m fine. I need a day or two to heal. That’s all.”

      “More like a week or two, but your vitals are good. You were dehydrated, and I’ve been pumping fluids into you. Guess you’re hungry.”

      That, and she really needed to pee. Hopefully, the men would leave soon so she could drag herself to a bathroom without too much embarrassment.

      “Why’d they have you in a cage, darlin’?”

      “Pryce,” Gray Eyes cautioned, though she wasn’t sure what had prompted that.

      “So that’s your name. What about Mr. Naked Commando?” she asked, keeping her eyes on Gray Eyes, whose mouth dropped open, then quickly shut. Very cute. Fun to tease, too.

      “My name’s Damien.”

      “Hi, Damien,” she said, suddenly feeling drained and a bit dizzy.

      “Hi, Sweetness,” he replied, a slight smile making its way onto a face that until now had been one hundred percent serious. Sure, that no-nonsense bearing of his worked for him, ramping up sex appeal on a body that offered nothing but hard chiseled muscles from his arms and chest on downward. If she remembered correctly, he offered more than powerful muscles. Regardless, the smile looked right on him.

      “I have a name,” she said, hoping she could keep him from leaving.

      “Care to share?”

      She closed her eyes, finding it rather easy to do here where the lights were soft, and it was warm and quiet. So very quiet. No clanking of machinery or taunts of researchers, and certainly no one calling her Test Subject CLS24. Here they kept her warm, treated her wounds, and called her ‘Sweetness’. At least one hulking man did. Yeah, she liked that name. “Sweetness is fine. Good memories.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        DAMIEN

      

      

      Good memories? What the hell was she referring to? The only time he’d called her ‘Sweetness’ before was when he’d crouched by her cage. It had to be the drugs Pryce had her on. Fortunately, Pryce and his lack of tact left. It was a wonder this woman was talking to them at all after what she had been through, and the medic had straight up asked her why the WSSO had her in a cage. Idiot.

      “A name would still be nice. Unless you want everyone calling you ‘Sweetness’.” He didn’t, of course, but no need to let her know that. She might get the wrong idea. After all, she was his guest here, nothing more. Well, a source of information, too, truth be told. But that could wait until she was stronger.

      “Tess. But my sister calls me… On second thought, we don’t need to go there. Too embarrassing.”

      Tess. The name fit her. Full of spunk, like her. But now he really wanted to know what her sister called her. In fact, there was a lot he wanted to know about her, especially why the WSSO had caged a human.

      “Can I ask you for a favor?” she said.

      “Anything.” Hell, what was the matter with him? Maybe he should get Blade in here to watch her for a bit. No, not Blade. He was still having trouble with the whole ‘she’s human, she’ll endanger the pack’ bit. Damien couldn’t fault Blade for that, not after what the shifter had been through. Maybe one of the women, Jackie or Aloe.

      “Can you help me to a bathroom?”

      Damien grinned. That he could do. He pulled back the blankets, totally forgetting she was naked under there. “Sorry,” he said, quickly covering her again. “I keep forgetting you’re hum—” He hurriedly tucked the top sheet around her as he lifted her. “I mean, it’s only human to be shy around a stranger.”

      Why her face fell, he couldn’t say. If anything, he’d have expected her to freak out at being seen naked. Then again, she was naked when he had found her. Thankfully, she hadn’t noticed his blunder, but damn, he had to be more careful. As it was, any minute now she’d start asking why she wasn’t in a hospital.

      A human. He still couldn’t believe he’d brought a human back to his pack. Hayden was right. Damien couldn’t keep her here much longer. Sooner or later, she’d figure out they weren’t human, even if everyone was careful. Eventually, someone would slip up. Hell, he already had.

      She leaned her head against him as he carried her out of the bedroom. A heat bloomed in him, wrapping around his soul. The need to protect her, to watch over her, pulsed within him like the need to breathe. It was simple, instinctive, and he’d never felt an emotion like it before, not on such a personal level.

      “Not shy, are you?” he asked.

      “It’s been a while since I’ve touched anyone.”

      That was probably meant to be innocent, but his body interpreted it a whole other way. It was good she couldn’t see his pants. “Touch anything that makes you happy, Sweetness.”

      Her cheeks turned red, and she lifted a brow. “I’m out of practice.”

      “Then practice away.” It was adorable how that blush spread down her neck. But that darn sheet kept him from seeing how far down it went.

      “I meant with talking, basic conversation. It’s been a while since I’ve had anyone to talk to,” she clarified as they reached the bathroom at the end of the hall.

      Slowly and gently, Damien set her down on her feet, and waited for her to gain her balance. The front of the sheet had dipped rather low in front, enough that he could see the top of her breasts. Nice plump breasts, with smooth skin. Hell. He forced his eyes back to her face, which proved just as distracting. She had the most amazing light-green eyes, the color of sea-foam.

      “I’m not sure what to say really, besides thank you. I-I don’t know any of you,” she said.

      “We’re not exactly big on formalities here. Say what you mean, and don’t be afraid to kick Blade in the shins when he puts his foot in his mouth, which I promise you he will.”

      “Blade? Someone here has the name ‘Blade,’ as in a knife?”

      “It’s a nickname, actually. You’ll know him when you meet him. He speaks his mind.”

      “And you, big guy? If you say anything inappropriate, should I kick you in your shins?”

      He couldn’t help the grin that broke out on his face. She was cute and daring. “I won’t break, Sweetness, so use your best judgment and remember to touch anything you like.” For a second, he worried that she’d kick him in the shins right then, but her smile reappeared.

      She would have made a good shifter, this one, with her resilience, easy-going-nature, and good humor. All right, there weren’t as many shifters he could credit with having good humor these days, not with how aggressively the WSSO had become in hunting them. Even so, it would have been nice if she’d been a shifter. Then maybe she could stay, and he could get to know her better.

      “Is there a store where I could go so I can get some clothes?” she asked as she drew the sheet higher.

      The way the sheet hugged her form, he could see she had curves in all the right places. Then again, he’d already seen her naked. He’d tried not to look when Pryce and Aloe had been cleaning her up and treating her wounds. But hey, a guy can only avert his eyes for so long. “No stores nearby, but I’ll ask one of the women here to lend you whatever you need.”

      “I’ll pay them back. Eventually. I didn’t have any money on me when you found me. You know, no pockets and all.” She was leaning against the doorframe, too weak to stand unsupported. Yet she still managed to crack a joke and smile.

      Why did she have to be human? “You remember that night?”

      “Bits and pieces mostly. I remember being cold. And thirsty. Hungry. Cold.”

      “You said cold already.”

      “The researchers turned the A/C up high during the day, when they were in there with me.”

      Bastards. They couldn’t even be bothered to give her a blanket. That shouldn’t surprise him, given the blatant disregard for her health. It was as if they’d left her in there and had been waiting for her to die from neglect. Humans. Vile, all of them. Well, except for one.

      She ran one hand down his forearm, leaving a trail of heat behind that went right to his cock. Her fingers stopped on the hand he’d placed against her ribs to steady her. Her touch was quickly getting addictive.

      “I got it from here, big guy.”

      “Damien,” he said.

      “If you can call me ‘Sweetness’, I figure I can call you whatever I want.”

      “‘Big guy’ sounds so brainless.”

      “Brawny, not brainless. I know the difference,” her eyes were focused, intense. “Or would you prefer Hercules?” she asked, sounding oh-so innocent again. His cock was really throbbing now.

      “Hercules was a God, wasn’t he?”

      “Half God, half human technically. You’re like him.”

      He’d rather not be compared to a human, half or otherwise, not that he could tell her that. “I’ve been called a few things in my life, but never God-like.”

      Her laugh was feminine, rich and full of sunshine, and it made his jeans that much tighter.

      “I guess I better watch what I’m saying around here after all. You’ll take me too literally. I was referring to your strength.”

      He’d stopped listening at ‘take me’ and focused on the simple task of leaning past her decadent scent and turning on the bathroom light for her. She held the wall as she entered the bathroom, her balance clearly still off.

      When she shut the door, he leaned against the hallway wall and tried to get his mind off of her to give his cock a chance to ease. He hadn’t brought a human to his pack; he’d brought a temptress. He swallowed hard, still remembering the simple image of her sheet dipping low on her chest.

      When she finally emerged, she had draped the sheet over one shapely shoulder like a Roman Goddess. Maybe there was something to this God idea of hers. If it meant she’d continue wearing that sheet, he could reconsider the name Hercules.

      “Damien’s a nice name,” she said in a cheery tone. “What does it mean?”

      “Someone who subdues.” He scooped her up again without asking. She didn’t object. That worked out nicely, perfectly in fact. He was carrying a near-naked woman down the hall toward his bedroom and imagining a lot of fun ways to earn his name.

      She’d fallen quiet though, too quiet.

      “I won’t hurt you, Tess,” he said as he laid her down on the bed in the guestroom.

      “I know.” She pulled the blanket over her and turned onto her side, her back to him now.

      Before she turned over, her eyes clouded with tears. He’d hit a trigger. She was hurting, physically and emotionally, and he had no idea how to help her. Hell, he shouldn’t be having feelings for her, let alone worrying over her state of mind. Get her healed enough to answer some questions, then ship her off to a city a hundred miles away so she could never lead anyone to his territory. That was the plan.

      Except now he had the maddening urge to keep her here and shield her from the outside world, especially those bastards who had hurt her. The need to go back to that research facility and kill the humans his team had left behind was growing with every tear that slid down her cheek. Stupid policy of only killing in self-defense. He and Hayden needed to revamp some of their rules. With how the WSSO was changing tactics, it was time they do the same.

      Tess curled in on herself, pulling away from him. He hated leaving her like this, but she needed some time alone to process all she had been through. Damien smoothed the hair back from her face. What possessed him to be so bold with her, he didn’t know.

      “Call if you need anything.” Damien gently squeezed her arm, careful to avoid her injured shoulder.

      “Thank you, Damien,” she said, her voice soft but strong.

      He closed the door behind him, but the thick wooden door only muffled her crying. Damien took the stairs three at a time, shifting to his wolf form before he struck the landing. Scraps of clothing flew in all directions.

      Normally he’d take the time to strip, but not with her cries provoking his wolf. In a streak of silver, he bounded past Hayden and Callen who were in the living room. They’d been waiting to speak with him, but he couldn’t handle any discussions right now, not with his wolf demanding he kill those who had harmed her. He needed to run, to vent the excess anger and energy. Even if he ran a hundred miles, Damien knew the sound of her crying would be forever imprinted on his soul.
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        * * *

      

      Damien ran until long after his limbs started to feel the burn. When he passed the small lake where he liked to hunt deer for the third time, he halted. Hell, he was literally running in circles. He couldn’t even bring himself to run to the outer sections of his territory, to be so far from her, Tess, the sweet human with the light green eyes and smile that warmed his heart. She was a complication in the middle of a very dangerous and messy situation. Everything in him said that above all else he had to protect her.

      The smell of a deer caught his attention. Too bad he wasn’t hungry. A hunt would satisfy part of the wolf in him, the part that needed to leech off the excess energy that running alone could not do. It’s not like he could sate his other needs with her. Even if she wanted him, he couldn’t have her.

      She was human.

      He had to keep reminding himself of that, no matter how curvy and soft, how sweet, or how her scent gave him ideas about licking her everywhere, and not in wolf form. Definitely not in wolf form. That was the problem; he could satisfy his human side with her—if she were willing—but never his wolf. They could never blood-bond. That was like peeling back the wrapper of a candy and never being able to bite into the succulent center. He’d certainly like to bite her, playfully of course. Oh, he could peel back her clothing, lick and suck, even lose himself in her warm heat, but that would be it. Without the blood-bond to tie them together, it would be a meaningless coupling with no future.

      A branch snapped behind him, and he ticked his left ear back. Hayden had been struggling to keep up with him since Damien had left the house. His wolf had tried to lose Hayden by taking a different path and sprinting ahead faster than Hayden’s wolf could follow. Ultimately, Damien had had to rein his wolf in, even at the expense of Hayden catching up. Talking with Hayden was preferable to giving Damien’s wolf control, even in so minor a situation. His wolf was becoming more brazen, more unpredictable, each day.

      Damien glanced behind him for the white wolf. Hayden was his best friend and knew him better than anyone, but Damien’s wolf and this entire situation had Damien on edge. He had to figure out what to do about the WSSO. The humans had been taking shifters for months and killing them, but why? What was happening in that lab?

      Callen interviewed everyone they had rescued and none of them could explain why they had been kidnapped. A few shifters had been taken into rooms and beaten, but for no obvious purpose. Three of the dead shifters found in the morgue had belonged to Damien’s pack. They hadn’t had time to retrieve the bodies, and he’d have to find a way of explaining that to the families, too.

      Maybe he should send Blade back with a team to retrieve the dead shifters except that would put more of his pack in danger. Nothing, absolutely nothing, was going right of late.

      Damien and the other two pack leaders affected would be meeting soon, and he needed a game plan, or they’d end up stuck with one of Liam’s or, heaven forbid, Drake’s plans.

      After running for hours, trying to sort through all the issues, Damien had gained no insight. He simply couldn’t focus. He couldn’t stop thinking about her. Tess. That’s what worried him most. She should be nothing to him, nothing more than a source of information. In truth, she was so much more.

      Damien should do as Hayden suggested, but the very idea of sending her away angered him. He didn’t care if her presence offended Liam and Drake. Either alpha could use her as an excuse to cancel the summit, or worse, create a permanent rift between the packs at a time when they desperately needed to work together. But no one told him how to handle his pack.

      “Damien?”

      “Not ready to talk, Hayden,” Damien said, after he shifted back to human form.

      “I know, but listen.”

      A wolf’s howl broke through the woods. That was Callen, his enforcer. He wouldn’t be calling Damien back unless there was trouble. And if it was trouble that Callen couldn’t handle, it was serious.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        TESS

      

      

      “Stay away!” Tess yelled, swinging the broken water pitcher at anyone who came near. Four men, each bigger than the last, were standing in her room and trying to convince her to drop the jagged glass. The unconscious man on the floor was bleeding from the head, thanks to her. She hadn’t meant to swing the pitcher that hard, but he’d been hovering over her when she’d woken. And he had smelled wrong. There was no other way to describe it. Every fiber of her being had gone from relaxed and dreaming of a certain tall gray-eyed man who smelled like anise to high alert, all because of that mangy, brown-haired guy bleeding on the floor.

      None of the other men in the room caused the hairs on her arms to rise, but they were all standing there with hands outstretched like they were ready to capture and cage her. She wouldn’t let anyone put her in a cage again. Ever.

      “We just want you to put the glass down, Tess,” Pryce said. “You remember me, don’t you? I’ve been treating you. I won’t hurt you.”

      “I won’t go back in a cage,” she said, swinging the shard in one hand while struggling to keep the sheet wrapped around her with the other. Her shoulder was throbbing, her heart was racing, and her legs and arms felt like jelly. Oh, how she wanted to sleep, but she couldn’t. They’d take her away. Cage her.

      “Flashback?” the dark-blond with muscles on muscles said.

      “I don’t think so,” Pryce said.

      The man on the floor moaned, and she jumped away from him so fast she didn’t see the blond edge his way behind her. With an iron grip, his fingers wrapped around the wrist holding the shard, while his other hand locked onto her hand holding up the sheet. The sheet fell to the floor, leaving her completely naked.

      “Drop it,” he said, his voice calm but demanding.

      “I won’t go back,” she yelled, a wail tearing from her throat as he took hold of the glass and carefully eased it out of her hand.

      She wasn’t sure what happened next except she heard the glass fall to the ground and shatter as Damien pinned the blond to the wall. Then the man with a tattoo of a wolf on his forearm grabbed her arm and pulled her out of the room.

      With his forearm against her chest, Tattoo Guy pinned her to the wall in the hallway, while the quiet dark-skinned man with yellow flecks in his eyes seemed content to sit back and watch. Yellow Eyes had been there the night of the escape near a truck, but she couldn’t remember more details about him. He had muscles easily twice the size of the man who had her pinned to the wall, but Yellow Eyes simply stood there watching.

      “You cause a single bruise, Blade, and Damien will skin you alive,” Yellow Eyes said.

      “Stay out of it, Callen.”

      Callen then, the dark-skinned man who watched with the eyes of a predator, was staring at Blade as if Callen was counting down, giving Blade one last chance to relent.

      “Shit,” Blade said, releasing her.

      Tess sucked in her breath to hide the pain in her shoulder when Blade released her. She slid along the wall to the floor and drew her knees up to her chest, to cover as much of her naked body as she could. Running would be the smart thing to do, but she wasn’t sure she had the energy.

      Given Callen’s calm demeanor and his bulging muscles, he had to be an enforcer. Very few fooled with an enforcer, which explained Blade’s deference. He knew his place in their hierarchy.

      Shouting and growling erupted from her room, though her brain could be playing tricks on her at this point. The hallway wall shook, a body being slammed against it from the sound of it. That happened two more times, but neither man with her was concerned. They kept their focus, and their eyes, on her. Granted, a few minutes ago she had attacked a man, but really, they didn’t even flinch at the sound of another body—hopefully not the same one—slamming into the wall.

      Blade, the angry guy with the wolf tattoo, disappeared into another bedroom and came back with a long-sleeved, gray shirt. “Put this on,” he said, tossing the shirt to her.

      Tess slid her head through the neck and gritted her teeth while she maneuvered her left arm into a sleeve and pulled the shirt on. Her shoulder was in too much pain to slide her right arm through the other sleeve.

      Both men continued staring at her, which made keeping eye contact really hard. Looking anyone in the eyes at the lab had always ended in a beating, but this wasn’t the lab, and she needed to establish a position of strength among these men, even if it killed her.

      Which it might, given the sound of the brawl in the bedroom.

      “Who’s the big guy with the dark-blond hair?” she asked about the man who’d taken the glass shard from her and who Damien had attacked.

      “Frank,” Callen said, from his spot against the wall opposite her. He had one leg bent behind him, his foot flat to the wall as he leaned back, all casual, like this was a normal event around here. Maybe it was.

      God, she was so screwed.

      “He wasn’t trying to hurt you,” Blade spat out, pacing up and down the hall, a restlessness eating away at him.

      “You weren’t even in there,” she said.

      “I know Frank.”

      And she knew none of them, except for Damien… a little. He’d rescued her, brought her here, and watched over her. She had repaid him by attacking one of his men.

      “I wasn’t trying to hurt anyone,” she said, knowing that sounded rather lame considering she bashed the guy’s head in.

      “Then why attack Ian?” Blade asked.

      Her entire body tensed at the animosity in his voice and the way he stared through her, his distrust pouring off him like sweat from a man wearing a fur coat in the Florida sun.

      “We just got him back. What did he ever do to you?”

      Blade was standing over her, all too similar to how the man with the mangy brown hair had leaned over her before she cracked the pitcher against his head. This time she didn’t have a pitcher or even a book to hit him with. She wanted to throw up. This hallway, this entire house, was starting to feel like a cage. Her skin became flushed, and spots were appearing before her eyes. She needed to get out of here.

      “Don’t,” Callen warned. She had barely glanced at the steps, but he’d known exactly what she was thinking. He was watching her like a hawk.

      Tess rested her head against the wall and stared past the banister to the great room below. Focusing on the large windows in the front of the house was easier than facing Callen and Blade or thinking about how the shirt only reached her upper thighs. Slowly, she inhaled a long breath. The shirt smelled nice, calming, like black licorice, like Damien. That was perhaps the only thing keeping her from running, or crawling, given how crappy she felt.

      As Blade resumed his pacing, the other men piled out of the bedroom. Pryce carried Ian, the man she had hit with the glass pitcher. Her eyes clamped shut, and she leaned as far away as she could when Pryce carried Ian past her.

      It wasn’t until a finger traced along her jaw that she opened her eyes.

      Damien was crouching in front of her, gray eyes intense and focused on her. How one man could warm her body with a mere look was beyond her. Funny how she was calm now too, as if the bloody man being carried off didn’t mean a thing. Earlier he’d terrified her simply by standing over her. Now that Damien was there, she couldn't care less about the mangy guy and all the rest of the men around her.

      “Hi,” she said staring into Damien’s handsome, yet serious, face. Damn, she sounded like a witless teen. At twenty-six, she should be able to show a little refinement, though doing so half-naked, dressed only in a man’s shirt, was a bit of a challenge.

      Deep blue-gray eyes roamed down her body, a low rumble escaping him as he took in the man’s shirt she wore, the shirt that didn’t quite cover all of her. Her nipples tightened at the intensity of how he looked at her as if he could devour her. With her good hand, she reached and gently traced the bruise on his left cheek while carefully avoiding his bloody nose. Her hand drifted down to his shirt and to the trail of blood there.

      “Mine,” Damien said, with a ravenous glint in his eyes that made her hold her breath for several heartbeats. The edge of his mouth quirked up. “The blood, I mean.”

      God, her body was growing insanely warm, and not from being physically worn out. She glanced over at the other men, all of whom were watching her. It was like being in the lab all over again. Everyone’s eyes were on her; people were talking about her, but not to her. Except now she had someone safe to reach for. That hard face of Damien’s seemed to soften when his eyes met hers. Her hand, still splayed on his chest, moved to his arm to keep touching him. To never let go, that’s all she wanted.

      He’d fought for her against one of his own men.

      “Nice shirt,” he said, with a teasing grin. Just like that, she started to relax.

      “Gray’s not my color, but I sort of lost my sheet in there… and I guess my temper.”

      “I think gray’s perfect on you. Sets off your eyes.”

      She didn’t know what to say to that.

      Damien’s grin disappeared as his eyes grew serious again. “Sorry, but I have to ask what happened. Why did you attack Ian?”

      “I don’t know.”

      Damien brushed the loose strands of her hair off her face, tucking them behind one ear. Such a simple act, and yet it felt so incredibly good.

      “We need to know what happened, Sweetness.”

      She pushed herself to remember, to get past the layer of fear that covered so much lately. The shivering started the second she thought of how Ian had leaned over her. Ian’s scent had struck her as hard as a slap across the face. Shock. The promise of pain. Fear.

      “Tess?”

      Someone was calling her name, but she was too caught in the memory to respond. A single finger gently lifted her chin, and her eyes focused on Damien. His smile was endearing, if slightly sullen.

      “Don’t worry, we’ll figure it out. Why don’t we get you back to bed?” He extended his hand to her.

      “I don’t think I can get up. It’s my shoulder. Something popped when he pulled me.”

      Damien’s eyes shot right to Blade as if Damien knew who she was talking about without having to ask.

      “I didn’t mean to hurt her,” Blade said.

      Was Damien… growling? She was lightheaded and not up to much more conversation, but the last thing she wanted was to come between the men. “He pulled me out of there to get me out of the way. I don’t think he meant to hurt me.”

      Between Damien glaring at Blade, Blade’s obvious dislike for her, and Frank standing there off to the side sporting a bloody nose, a black eye, and a cut on his chin, the tension in the hallway was as thick as could be. Although, on second glance, Frank’s pride hadn’t been damaged—if she read him right. Not that it should be; he hadn’t done anything wrong. Either way, she had yet to figure out the dynamic between these men. The whole situation was one big mess that she had started and couldn’t even remember why.

      “I’m sorry, Frank. I didn’t mean to get you in trouble.”

      “I’d be happy to fight on your behalf anytime.”

      Damien was growling, she was sure of it. He conveniently turned his head toward Callen before she could scrutinize him further.

      “Maybe you didn’t recognize Ian,” Frank continued. “I’m not sure what he was doing in your room tonight, but he was in the group of people we rescued the same night as you. You were in the truck together.”

      “I guess I freaked out,” she said. It wasn’t far from the truth. But it also wasn’t something she could explain to him without coming off sounding like an idiot. She had recognized Ian, and that’s why she panicked.

      “It happens,” Frank said, with a casualness that made her smile. “And a brawl between us is nothing. Good exercise,” he said, with a smile that was convincing despite his broken nose.

      Skirmishes like that might happen here, but not where she came from. Then again, her family was as organized as a kitchen junk drawer. At least these guys had a hierarchy.

      What were they all still doing here? Pryce had removed Ian, for which she was very thankful, but the others were standing about as if waiting for orders.

      When Pryce returned and approached her, Damien’s head turned toward him so fast she could practically feel Pryce’s heart speed up. “I want to check her shoulder, Damien,” Pryce said, the caution in his voice clear.

      Her presence had upset the dynamic here. She needed to leave before trouble began.

      Damien’s icy blue-grey eyes narrowed, but he moved aside for Pryce. A poke here, a prod there, and then she was on her back again, the world spinning.

      When she opened her eyes again, she was on the bed again, looking up at the ceiling. Her shoulder hurt, but not as badly as before. Someone had slipped her arm through the sleeve and added a sling. And she was on the bed again.

      “You passed out,” Damien said from across the room, scowling.

      “Sorry,” she said.

      “For what?” he asked with a genuine surprise. He didn’t appear angry with her, which washed away a lot of her nervousness.

      “I…” Tess let out a deep breath and bit back the cry. “I really don’t know anymore.” The enormity of everything she had been through was catching up to her, but this was not the time or place, in front of these men. “I’m not sure what’s going on, where I am, why everyone is so mad at me,” she said, the words tumbling out without forethought.

      Then he was there, Damien, pulling her tight to his chest, stroking her back, soothing her. Her tears started flowing, for no reason at all except that he felt like home, and that’s where she wanted to be. Home, away from everything the people in the lab had done to her, away from the pain and the fear that had become her constant companions.

      “Feel better?” he asked when she finally stopped crying.

      “A bit. Now I’m embarrassed, mostly.”

      “Don’t be. If crying helps, then do it. But don’t run from me, Tess.”

      “Run from you? I don’t know you.”

      His grin was his only reply, but it relaxed her. It shouldn’t have. But it did.

      “Pryce fixed your shoulder again. You mumbled…” Damien blew out a deep breath and ran his fingers through his thick hair without finishing.

      Oh, how she’d love to replace his fingers with her own, let them weave through his hair, and simply breathe his scent in as her body pressed against his.

      “You begged us to let you die in peace,” he finally spat the words out.

      She wished she could curl up into a ball and disappear. Tess turned her head to the side, to stare at anything but him as the memories of all the torture, pain, and humiliation returned. She couldn’t recall begging to die, but it didn’t surprise her. Being back here in this room where Ian had stood over her didn’t help.

      Ian had been at the lab with her. Outside her cage.

      “Why’d they torture you?” Callen asked.

      Damien’s calming hand on her forearm sent a warmth through her body. She was so focused on Damien that she hadn’t even noticed that Callen, Pryce, Frank, and Blade were in the room. They began firing questions at her left and right. It was making her head spin. She blocked out their questions and their voices and focused on Damien’s soothing touch.

      These men wanted answers she didn’t have, and she was wearing a flimsy, thin-enough-to-see-through shirt, without any underwear. One wrong move and she’d have a lot more on display than her thighs. It wasn’t as bad as being in the cage, but still…

      Tess started to shake. “If you think I’m going to sit here and be interrogated without clothing on, you’re crazy,” she said, forcing the words out, willing herself to be strong, but it was hard—incredibly hard.

      Callen raised a brow, and all four men looked to Damien. That answered the question of who was in charge.

      “Blade, go get clothes from one of the women,” Damien said, with his no-nonsense voice. “Callen, speak with Ian. Find out why he was up here. And Frank, get cleaned up. We’ll meet downstairs as soon as she’s dressed.”

      Everyone except Damien and Pryce filed out. She could breathe somewhat easier.

      “Pryce…” Damien was glaring at him, waiting for him to leave.

      “Try to rest your shoulder,” Pryce said, ignoring Damien. “I got the bone to slide back in without any trouble this time, but you need to be careful for a while.”

      “Leave,” Damien finally ordered.

      “She needs to rest, Damien. Your questions should wait a few days.”

      “I said leave.” Damien had a definite growl to his voice this time, and for some reason that made her smile. She stopped shaking.

      Pryce turned back to her and winked. “Ignore our fearless leader. He’s more bark than bite.”

      Once Pryce left, Damien seated himself on the windowsill, arms crossed. His tension was palpable, and Tess wasn’t sure she could handle any questions right now, even easy ones from him.

      A knock at the door roused him from his perch. He opened the door only to shut it again. He set the pile of clothing and toiletries on the dresser and reseated himself by the window.

      “Please leave,” she said.

      Damien looked around to see who she was talking to. “Me? This is my house.”

      “And I’m grateful for your hospitality, but owning the house doesn’t give you viewing privileges while I change.”

      Damien raised a brow, started to say something, but
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