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Many years ago, three wolf packs formed an alliance to act as a special forces team deep inside the military. Their mission was to take down criminals the human police failed to bring to justice. But it's hard being a wolf in the city, denying their most basic instincts amid intense danger, using only their elevated senses in human form, when all they truly want to do is release the beast inside.
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Damon

I drove down the dark highway, leaving the lights of the city behind. A sharp ring came from my phone, and I pressed the screen on my dash to answer.

“Carlile.”

“Damon, hey. Where are you?” The nervous voice of my CI came through the line.

“I'm on my way. I just hit the nine now. I should be there in twenty.”

“I'm already here. Location is secure.”

“Good. Hang tight and I'll call when I get there.”

I pressed the button to end the call and veered off onto my exit, following the navigation.

I pulled into the empty parking lot and scanned the area for signs of anyone who shouldn’t be there but there was no one. I climbed out of my car and breathed deep, sniffing the salty air for any hint of anyone outside of sight. Once I was sure it was clear, I headed toward the docks.

I hated the boatyard at night. Maybe it was the black abyss that seemed to go on forever, threatening to suck me in or maybe it was the eerie quiet. Nothing good ever happened in the boatyard after dark.

My wolf was on high alert, ready to shift at a moment’s notice if a threat arose and kicking my senses into high gear. The subtle smell of wet wood and salt water filled my nostrils, but as I walked farther, the stench of rotten fish from local fishermen overwhelmed my senses.

I kept my head on a swivel, assessing the area for any possible threat. The wooden docks creaked against the small waves that crashed against them and the bell of a buoy chimed in the distance. Otherwise, there was nothing, no sound or sign of life anywhere.

I kept my flashlight low, searching for Jamie’s boat, the Nauti Wench, where I was supposed to be meeting him. In the year that he’d been my confidential informant, it was the only place he trusted to be secure.

The stern of the boat bobbed in the water near the dock and the orange scripted name along the hull came into view.

Jamie was a paranoid guy with a ‘shoot first, ask questions later’ philosophy so, as always, I kept my distance from the boat, pulled out my cell, and hit send on the number already programmed in.

As I brought the phone to my ear, the wind shifted, and I caught a slight whiff of almonds. I didn’t have time to respond before a strange, high-pitched beep pierced the silence through the phone's speaker, threatening to rupture my wolf-strengthened eardrum. I winced and jerked the phone from my ear.

“What the hell?”

I barely got the words out before a loud blast ripped through the air. I was half blinded by the brightness of the explosion in front of me. Instincts took over as I shielded my eyes from the blast, crouching and ducking as debris fell all around, and ash rained down on me like gray snow.

When I finally stood, the Nauti Wench’s shattered fragments were engulfed in flames. I coughed as the acrid smoke stung my nose and down my throat. I ran to the edge of the dock, yelling out and calling for Jamie. I wanted to run inside, but there was no way anyone could have survived that blast. And there was no way I'd survive if I went in.

An explosion that big would inevitably attract a lot of attention, so I fought the pull toward the boat and hurried back to my car.

Sirens wailed in the distance before I’d even started my car. There had probably been some police on petrol who heard the blast because it was too fast for them to have been dispatched from someone calling in. I needed to get as far away from the docks as possible. Police lights pierced through the dark as I drove. I did my best to keep a regular speed, fighting the urge to press the gas pedal to the floorboard. Up ahead were more blue flashing lights but they weren’t moving.

A roadblock. How had they gotten there so fast?

I couldn't turn around. It would be too obvious. And I couldn't let the police see me covered in ash and smelling like smoke. If I did that, I should just save them time and cuff myself. Instead, I took a deep breath and played it cool, turning down one of the smaller residential streets.

I looked for a back way to avoid the roadblock and still make it back to the city, but every road I turned down was either a dead end or came out before the police block. I was officially screwed.

I turned down another dark street. There were no lights on in any of the windows. It seemed everyone in the small neighborhood went to bed by ten o’clock. I considered parking inconspicuously in one of their driveways, when another vehicle approached. I watched from my car, parked on the side of the road, as a faded old sedan with a Chinese restaurant logo on the side pulled into a driveway.

That could be my only chance. I pulled into the same drive, parking beside the delivery man just as he was pulling out of his car.

“It looks like I got here just in time,” I said cheerfully but quiet enough not to draw attention from anyone inside the house.

“I'm sorry. Who are you?”

I breathed in, focusing past the smell of smoke, to the scent of General Tso’s chicken and fried rice permeating through the paper bag. “General Tso’s chicken? I’m the one who ordered the food.” I motioned toward the brown paper bag in his hand, but he looked confused.

“Ms. Hannah ordered this food, just like every Friday.”

Shit. My plan would have worked great if this Hannah person wasn't quite so predictable. “Of course, she did. I didn't mean I ordered it. I meant for Hannah.”

“You know Ms. Hannah?”

“Why else would I be here?” I smiled and forced myself to exude confidence even though I was only seconds from being busted by the Chinese delivery man. “Here. Let me get that.” I motioned toward the food and pulled my wallet from my back pocket, because who's going to pay for food they didn't order?

The man looked flustered, but he checked the ticket. “That's twelve dollars and eighty-seven cents.”

“Sure thing.” I pulled out a twenty and handed it to him. “Keep the change.”

“Thank you, sir.”

“No problem. And thank you.” I inclined my head and took the bag from him.

Once he was gone, I hurried up the front porch steps and rang the bell.

“Just a minute, Henry.” A soft, feminine voice called from somewhere inside. The lock clicked free, and she spoke as she opened the door. “What took you so long? I heard sirens. Was there a—Oh. You're not Henry.”

“No. Sorry. Something came up and Henry couldn't make the delivery so I'm helping him out.”

She eyed me suspiciously. No doubt taking in my disheveled appearance. I couldn't help checking her out either, but mine was for purely selfish reasons.

What girl in her right mind answers the door wearing just an oversized t-shirt and nothing else?

She smelled like citrus, fruity, but with a strange chemical smell that perplexed me. Was it drugs? She didn’t live in the best area, and I would guess that if she was using, she probably wasn’t the only one on the street. But she hadn’t looked like an addict. I suppose it would be possible that she was producing the stuff but not using it herself. Whatever it was, it made me even more curious about her.

“How much do I owe you?” she looked at me expectantly and I realized it hadn't been the first time she asked.

“Twelve eighty-seven,” I repeated the total the delivery guy had given me.

“Right. Sorry. I knew that.” She dug the money out of her wallet and handed me sixteen dollars. “Keep the change.”

“Thank you, ma’am. I'm sorry but could I possibly trouble you for a drink of water? I'm not supposed to ask, but there was a lot of smoke in the air when I drove through, and it seems to be irritating my throat.” I didn't have to fake a cough. The smoke and ash really were irritating.

“Sure. I guess. Wait here.” She turned away, leaving the door slightly ajar. That was my chance and as much as I hated what had to happen next, I knew my choices were extremely limited.

I stepped inside her living room and silently closed the door just as she disappeared into what I could assume was the kitchen. Her living room looked more like an art gallery, and I found myself gazing at her walls in awe, forgetting what I was even doing there.

The paintings that hung on nearly every available wall would have fit in better hanging in an expensive mansion, instead of the modest ranch-style home.

I glanced into the kitchen as she filled a glass at the tap, her back to me. Her toned legs went on for miles before disappearing under the long t-shirt that fell just below her perfectly curved ass.

I didn't want to startle her by getting caught staring, so I waited for her to bring me my water while losing myself in an outstanding painting of a forest with rays of sun piercing through the treetops. The painting called to that primitive animal inside of me. It made me crave a run through the wilderness. I could almost smell the fresh dew on the leaves as the damp earth compacted under each paw.

The sound of bare feet padding softly from the laminate kitchen floor to the softer rustle of the living room carpet alerted me of her return but I held still, my eyes still on the painting. Humans wouldn’t be able to hear such subtle sounds. Or smell her delicious scent. My wolf reminded me, and it was true, one smell and I was already obsessed with her sweet scent, but I had to focus. I held my breath for two beats—enough time for her to register that I’d made my way from the porch to inside her living room.

“Oh,” her soft, startled voice made me regret what I was about to do.

I motioned toward the paintings, smiling, and trying to seem as unthreatening as possible in hopes she wouldn’t completely freak out. “These are great. Are you a collector?”

“Thanks, and no. Not exactly. They're mine.”

“You’re the artist?” I couldn’t hide the surprise in my voice. So much talent in a girl who couldn’t have been older than twenty-five.

“I don’t know if I’d call myself an artist, but yeah, I’m the one who painted them.” She kept her distance, extending her arm to hand me the glass of water.

I reached out and took the glass, careful not to move in too close. “That’s incredible.” I took a sip of water, letting it wash over my scratchy throat. Paint. That’s the added scent I’d detected earlier. She’d been painting.

She squirmed and a soft blush washed over her cheeks at the well-deserved compliment, making me smile.

“I heard a lot of sirens a bit ago. Did you pass anything on the way here?” She looked nervous but I wasn’t sure if it was because she suspected something or because of the compliments.

“Yeah. It looked pretty bad. I'm hoping I can get back through on my way out.”

She froze and something in her expression changed. If I hadn't been trained to observe micro expressions, I probably would have missed it. “Odd. The sirens were passing by going toward the docks. The restaurant is in the opposite direction.”

Shit. She was smarter than I’d given her credit for.

“Yeah, I had to make another delivery out that way first.”

“Oh.”

I took another sip of water from the glass and ran the back of my hand across my mouth. “So, you sell these?” I inclined my head toward a wall covered in her artwork.

“Some of them.”

I was drawn to a particularly dark and eerie piece. It didn't seem like something that sweet, pretty girl would paint. It was angry and dark with long broad strokes. I stepped closer to examine the distorted woman’s face. She was in agony so intense that I could almost feel the pain myself.

“Tell me about this one.”

“Don't you need to get back to your job?”

“You were my last delivery, so I'm not really in any hurry.”

I hoped she would take my interest in her art as my reason for lingering. Maybe, if I was really lucky, she'd be attracted to me and ask me to stay the night, never needing to know my real reason for being there.

A sexy half-naked blonde asking her delivery man to stay the night? What do you think this is, a cheap porno?

“My food is going to get cold. I should probably eat. So, if you don't mind...” She stepped toward the door, but instinctively, I stepped in her way.

“Please don't let me stop you from enjoying your food. I'm just admiring your artwork. How much do you charge?”

Her expression hardened as did her voice, “These aren't for sale. Now, I really think you should go.”

“I'd like to stay a little longer if that's okay.” My tone was more insistent, and I hoped she wouldn't make things harder than they had to be.

She made a move to go around me to the door, but I stepped in her way, smoothly placing my water glass on the small entry table and took hold of the door’s handle.

She looked down at my hand holding the doorknob and her voice fell. “You're not a delivery man, are you?”

“No. But—” before I could finish, she grabbed the table lamp and swung it at me, aiming for my head.

I dodged out of the way, blocking the blow with my forearm and the lamp broke.

“If you'll just let me explain...” I tried to find some explanation that would calm her down. She swung again with the piece of lamp that remained in her hand. I didn’t want to hurt her, or even scare her more than was absolutely necessary so I held back, focusing more on restraining myself than on the moves she was making. She managed to catch the skin, leaving a slice across my chest.

“Shit,” I hissed out through clenched teeth, fighting back my wolf who instinctively demanded to be let out the moment she cut me. “Just listen...”

I caught her wrist, and the jagged piece of lamp fell to the floor. Her knee came up, aimed between my legs. I turned just in time to block the blow, whirling her around, pinning her against the wall with my body.

“Not to sound cliché but we can do this the easy way or the hard—”

I was interrupted by her heel slamming into my shin, nearly snapping my knee backward, but I was strong enough to fight against the pain.

“And the hard way it is,” I said through clenched teeth.

She screamed and fought against my grip. “Let me go.” 

I pressed my chest against her back to better hold her still without hurting her arms. Finally overpowering her, I was better able to catch her scent. Her natural fragrance was like the sweetest fruit, but there was a layer of something over that that I still couldn’t name. It was intoxicating but I ignored it, refocusing myself on the task at hand.

“I need rope or zip ties.”

Her body stilled with a newly added tension, “What? No.”

“Where do you keep them?” I kept my voice soft like you would question a small child, not wanting to frighten her more.

“What makes you think I even have something like that?”

“You think not telling me is going to make things better? I could use a charger or cable wires if I need to, but I’d rather not tear up things in your home. Duct tape works in a pinch but that can be painful when you go to remove it.”

She let out a sound of frustration, pushing against me once more before her shoulders slumped in defeat, but I didn’t miss the small shudder of her breath that told me she was holding back tears.

“Zip ties are in the far-left drawer in the kitchen, next to the garage.”

“Thank you. Now was that so hard?” I kept her arms held securely behind her back as I moved us both into the kitchen. I was careful to keep her wrists locked in one hand while I retrieved the whole pack of zip ties from the drawer.

I guided her to sit in one of the kitchen chairs, first zip-tying her hands behind her back then to one of the horizontal planks on the back of the chair to keep her from moving while I secured her ankles to the wooden legs.

She was feisty. Something I liked in a woman but hated in a hostage. A hostage. Shit. How the hell had I gotten myself into a situation where I was desperate enough to take a hostage?

“You don’t have to tie me up like this. Please?”

I gave her an incredulous look from my place, crouched beside her while I worked to secure her leg. After the way she came at me with the lamp, I most certainly did have to tie her up.

“I’m sorry. Look, I don't have much money but take whatever you want. Just please, don't hurt me?” Her panicked voice gutted me, but I couldn't soften toward her. She was more dangerous than I'd given her credit for, and I couldn't afford to make that mistake again.

I stood from the floor after making sure the last tie was in place. “I should be saying that to you, seeing as you're the one who just attacked me with a lamp,” as I said the words, I motioned to the bloody spot soaking through the tear in my shirt.

“I said I'm sorry. Please, just please don't hurt me? Let me go. I won't tell anyone anything, I swear,” her voice shook, and I hated myself for picking her house.

Why couldn't I have picked some little old lady with dementia who thought I was her visiting grandson?
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Hannah

“I’m not going to hurt you,” he paused and motioned toward the door that led from the kitchen to the garage. “That’s the garage?”

“Yes,” I spoke hesitantly, unsure of why he’d need to know that.

“How many cars are inside?”

“Just one.” My forehead crinkled as I studied him suspiciously. He was like a puzzle I needed to figure out. “The keys are on the hook. You can take it.”

“I don’t want your car.” He opened the door and looked out into the garage as if calculating something.

“I’ll be right back. Don’t try anything stupid.” He shot me a warning glance, leaving the kitchen door propped open while he moved things around.

Once the space beside my car was cleared, he went back to the doorway to press the garage door opener. He glanced at me and headed my way instead. “I’m going to move my car into the garage. Can’t have someone spotting an unusual car in your driveway and getting suspicious.”

It made sense and I hated how clever he seemed to be with the whole situation. It was as though he had done that sort of thing before.

Maybe he had.

“I can’t risk you trying to scream for the neighbors while the door is open. I’m going to have to gag you, but it will only be for a few minutes until I get back inside.” It was strange. He sounded almost...apologetic in the way he explained himself.

“No. Please?” Fear gripped my chest, and I couldn’t breathe at the thought of being so helpless, not only tied up but unable to even speak or scream for help. It was more than I could bear to think of.

He grabbed the clean dish towel hanging in the kitchen and twisted it tight. My eyes widened and I shook my head frantically, but words failed me. Before I knew it, the twisted rag was bound tightly around my head, pulled taut between my teeth so that I couldn’t speak. I tried to stay calm. He said it was only while he moved his car, but how could I trust a man who would bind and gag me?

“I’m sorry.” He gave me one last apologetic glance before opening the garage door.

If I leaned to the side, I could still see him as he stepped out of the open garage, glancing around outside before stepping out and disappearing from sight.

That was my chance. The one moment where he was distracted and far enough away that he might not be able to catch me before I made it out the door and to a neighbor’s house. I just needed to get my hands or feet free. I struggled with the zip ties around my wrists but all it did was chafe the skin. The zip ties around my ankles were just looped around the chair legs. If I could get the chair on its side, there was a chance I could slip the ties off of the chair, freeing my legs and giving me the ability to run even if it was with a chair on my back. If I was really lucky, the back of the chair would break and free my hands too. I had to try.

I rocked the seat to the side, not wanting to force it backward where I’d be stuck on my back. It took a couple of tries before I was finally able to get enough force to tip myself over. The moment the chair tilted, I had second thoughts about my plan. My shoulder slammed into the floor first, my head whipping to the side and slamming against the hard tiles which dazed me.

The garage door creaked and rumbled as it began to shut again. I didn’t have long. Once the stunned feeling faded, I stretched my body as best as I could to try to force the zip ties down the chair until I couldn’t extend anymore. The zip ties stopped about an inch from the bottom of the chair leg. No matter how I squirmed, I couldn’t get my legs free.

A car door slammed, and I knew he would be coming back soon. His footsteps were far away but my window of opportunity was closing fast. It was hopeless. I was stuck. My chance was coming to an end and at that moment, the reality of my situation finally sunk in. Tears stung my eyes, and my sobs threatened to choke me.

“Shit, what happened?” his voice was close to me, and I hadn’t even realized when he’d come back inside. I glanced up at him through my tears. He crouched beside me and removed my gag. I sobbed harder, wondering what he might do to punish me for trying to escape.

“I’m sorry. I thought maybe if I...” I sniffled.

“It’s okay. Can’t blame you for trying.” He picked up the chair with me still in it and sat it back right. He gently gripped my chin and examined me intently. “Damn it. You’re bleeding.”

“I’m sorry,” I sobbed, and it was the only thing I could say. I was sorry. I was sorry for failing to escape, for hurting myself in the process, for letting a stranger into my home. Hell, I was sorry for even ordering takeout. I wished I could get a complete do-over on my entire day.

“You got a first aid kit somewhere around here?”

“Bathroom closet,” I managed to get the words out around my tears and shuddering sobs.

He left my sight for just a few minutes as he went to the closet, returning with the first aid kit and a clean washcloth. He dampened the cloth and gently blotted away the blood. I winced from the pain, and he yanked his hand back as if it had burned him.

“Sorry. I’m trying to be easy,” He blotted the cut again and studied it. “It doesn’t look too bad; the head just bleeds easily. I gazed up at him, studying his expression. He seemed genuinely pained that I’d gotten hurt which was a comforting thought, considering I was his captive.

After cleaning the cut on my head, he gently bandaged it.

With the tenderness he had shown in tending to my wound, I felt emboldened to try to convince him to leave once more. “Look, my purse is by the door. Take whatever you want, just please leave me alone.”

“I'm not here to take your money.”

My breath shuttered and I froze feeling the blood drain from my face.

“Oh God,” my voice cracked, sounding pained. “W—what is it you want then?”

“I just want to hang out here for a little while.” He ducked his head so that we were face to face and locked eyes with me. There was something gentle there, almost pleading. As though he was willing me to see that he wasn't the monster I suspected him to be.

I hesitated before speaking. “Hang out?”

“Yeah. There are some people looking for me and I need a place to lay low.”

“So, you're really not here to hurt me?”

“No. Of course not. I said I wouldn't and I'm a man of my word.”

“Okay,” I whispered but the fear was still prevalent in my voice.

“Good, now I believe you had some dinner to eat? Your food’s getting cold.”

I hadn’t expected such a change in direction. But my stomach chose that moment to remind me that I was in fact very hungry. I’d skipped lunch, too enthralled with my painting to worry about silly little things like eating, but I was famished.

He placed my takeout on the kitchen table and scooted my chair up to it.

“Am I going to have to bob for my dinner?” I motioned with my head because my hands were still tied.

“That depends.”

“On what?”

“If I free your hands, can I trust you aren’t going to do anything stupid like trying to escape? I’m not leaving you alone again so there’d be no way you’d have time to try to get yourself free.”

“Then I suppose there’d be no danger in it, would there?”

“I suppose not.” He pulled out a pocketknife and I flinched.

“I’m Damon, by the way.”  He rounded my chair and cut loose the zip ties binding my hands.

“Hannah.”

“It’s nice to meet you, Hannah.”

“Wish I could say the same,” I muttered.

I pulled my hands in front of me, rubbing my raw wrists and rolling my stiff shoulders.

“Sorry, it's not a very comfortable position. I apologize for the discomfort.” He walked back to my side and handed me a plastic fork from the takeout bag before going to the other side of the table with the first aid kit.

“You sure are polite for someone who breaks into a woman’s house and holds her prisoner.” I dug into my dinner, hungrier than I’d realized as the scent of the food reached my nose.

He stopped organizing the first aid supplies and glanced up at me, raising one eyebrow. “Extenuating circumstances.”

“You mean running from the cops?” I spoke around a bite of my fried rice.

He lifted his white tee up over his head, exposing his tan, chiseled abs. My jaw went slack. I’d seen my share of nice physiques during art class when we learned about painting the human body, but they were nothing like that. Those weren’t the muscles from some polished model. Those were real muscles. Muscles gained by hard work or extensive training.

He cleared his throat. I glanced up at the amused smirk on his lips, and heat rushed into my cheeks.

“See something you like?” His grin broadened, and I scowled before looking back down at my food.

“Is there a reason you’re stripping in my kitchen?”

“Yeah, I gotta clean up this nice gash you gave me.”

“Oh,” I flushed again but this time more out of guilt than embarrassment. “Sorry about that but then again, you did sort of force your way into my home and refuse to leave.”

“So maybe we’ll call it even?” he smirked again, and I realized that I liked that mischievous little smile. It was much better than his serious scowl. But he was my captor who was running from the cops. I shouldn’t like anything about him.

I took another bite of my food and watched him as he tended to his wound, cleaning it a lot less carefully than he’d done mine.

“I think this thing is going to need stitches.”

“There’s an urgent care about fifteen minutes up the road,” I said without thinking.

He raised his eyebrow at me again and I realized how ridiculous my response had been. He was running from the cops. How would he explain a large gash in his chest?

“But I guess that’s not really an option is it?”

“No. You got a sewing kit?”

“Hall closet, two shelves down from where you found the first aid kit.”

He moved like he was going to go get it then stopped suddenly, studying me as I ate.

“I’m not going anywhere. I couldn’t get out of this fast enough anyway.”

My answer must have satisfied him because he nodded and hurried down the hall. He was back in no time, carrying my small sewing kit. I never did much sewing, so I never needed a lot of supplies, just enough to take care of a small tear or hole on occasion.

He pulled the bottle of rubbing alcohol from the first aid kit and put it on the rag before blotting it onto the gash with a loud hiss. I stopped eating, placing my fork on the table, watching him with fascination as he sanitized the needle and thread and began sewing himself up.

“Doesn’t that hurt?”

“Yeah,” his voice was strained and lacked its previous smoothness.

I was mesmerized watching as he skillfully and methodically closed up his cut. He kept his expression stoic without a hint of the pain his voice had given away.

“You’ve done that before.” It was less of a question and more of an observation.

“A time or two.”

He tied off the last stitch and bandaged his wound before gathering all the used supplies and throwing them in the garbage.
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Hannah

“I need a shower.”

“A shower? Oh sure, make yourself at home.” I rolled my eyes, but the vision of hot streams of water running down those rippling muscles came to mind unwittingly.

“I wouldn’t but I still smell like smoke.”

A loud knock on my front door made me jump and I looked over at Damon with wide eyes as my heart threatened to leap from my chest.

His body was tense. Silently, he lifted his finger to his mouth and took a deep breath.

He whispered so quietly that I had to rely more on reading his lips than actually hearing him, “are you expecting anyone?”

I shook my head and swallowed hard around the lump in my throat. I should have been relieved that someone was there to rescue me from my captor, but instead of relief, I felt fear.

Fear of not knowing what would happen in a confrontation between Damon and whoever was at the door. Fear that maybe Damon was telling the truth about not being a bad guy and I would see an innocent man get taken away to jail, hurt, or even worse. Fear that he would hurt whoever was at the door and show his true, violent nature. In which case, the lie that he was the good guy would be shattered, and he’d have no reason to pretend to be good toward me.

He didn’t seem like a crazy person. He wasn’t a psycho. He had compassion and cared for me when I got hurt even though he didn’t have to. Hell, he could have left me on the floor with my head bleeding. It probably would have been easier on him, but instead he took care of my wound before tending to his own. A small fear deep down began to grow, and I realized I didn’t want to see him get hurt.

We waited without a sound, wondering if whoever it was would give up and go away, but another knock made me jump. Damon went to the duffle bag that I hadn’t seen him drop by the door to the garage, probably because I was too busy bleeding on the floor.

My breath caught when he pulled a black pistol from his bag. He checked the chamber and the clip before hurrying back over to me and cut me loose.

“You’re going to answer the door calmly, act natural like nothing is going on, and you aren’t going to give anything away. Whoever it is, get rid of them, because if they get suspicious, I will have to hurt them, and you don’t want that do you?”

I shook my head and swallowed hard as the possibility of him being a good guy faded.

He followed me through the living room with the gun in hand and hid just out of sight. I opened the door without bothering to check who it was. How much worse could it be than the man who was already inside my house?

Standing on the front porch was a kind-looking, slightly plump police officer.

“Hello, ma’am. I hope I’m not disturbing you.”

“Not at all, officer. I’m sorry it took me so long to get to the door. I was just getting ready for bed.”

His eyes grazed down my bare legs. I’d nearly forgotten I was just in my big t-shirt. “I see. Well, I’m sorry to bother you, but we have a manhunt going on and your neighborhood is within our parameters.”-

“Oh no.”

“Have you seen anything suspicious in the past two or three hours?”

“No, I can’t say that I have. And I’ve been here all night so I’m sure I would have noticed.”

“Do you mind if I take a look around the outside of your property? Just to make sure he’s not hiding out?”

“Of course not. Please do. There’s a shed out back. I keep it unlocked since there’s nothing really worth stealing out there. Feel free to check in there too.”

“Yes, ma’am. I will. You have a good night, now. And call nine-one-one if you see anything out of the ordinary.”

“Thank you, officer. I will.” I shut the door and sagged against it with relief.

The policeman seemed nice, but I was glad he was gone. I had no doubt that Damon could have easily taken him if he’d gotten suspicious, and I didn’t want to see anyone get hurt.

Damon tucked his gun in the back of his jeans and locked the front door. “You did good.”

“I did a good job of lying to the cops. I’m not sure I’d say I did good.”

“You know what I mean.”

“Yeah,” I sighed.

“If he’s going to be snooping around your property, it's probably a good time for me to take a shower. That way we don’t risk him seeing me through a window.”

“It seems like you’ve got it all figured out.”

“I’m trained to. Come on.” He motioned with his head for me to go ahead of him back to the kitchen.

“Are you going to tie me up again?” I said flatly.

“Yes, but not in here.” He leaned down and grabbed his bag before motioning for me to go down the hall.

“Where then?”

“I told you, I need to take a shower.”

I whirled around to look at him and he startled, “I’m not taking a shower with you.”

His whole face crinkled up as if completely put off by the idea. “Of course not. But I’m not leaving you alone. You’ll stay in there where I can keep an eye on you.”

“While you take a shower?”

“Yes.”

“No way.”

His expression hardened and he pinned me with his warning stare. “I think my politeness is causing you to forget who’s calling the shots here.”

I let out a huff and timidly led the way to the bathroom.

Damon placed his duffle bag on the floor beside the shower and I stepped back from him as he pulled out a pair of handcuffs.

“What the—?”

“These work so much better than going through your whole bag of zip ties.” He stepped toward me, and I backed away until my back hit the closed door. “Hands.” He looked at me expectantly and I gave in with a sigh, offering my wrists to him.

He cuffed one wrist, pulled me to the towel rod next to the shower, looped the cuffs through, and cuffed my other hand. I was a prisoner in my own home. There was something about being cuffed and helpless in my own bathroom that cemented the idea in my mind.

It was not lost on me that he’d cuffed me with my back to the shower so that I couldn’t see him.

I heard movement behind me and imagined he was probably taking off the rest of his clothes. The idea of being in the room with a naked stranger sent fear coursing through me. I stood there silently, listening to each sound and I could almost envision each movement he made, removing his clothes, turning on the shower, digging through his bag, moving the shower curtain so that he could step in and let the hot water trace the lines of his muscles as it ran down his body. A flash of the image popped in my head before reality came rushing back.

The water suddenly cut off and the sound of the shower curtain opening made me jump.

“Much better. I would have never been able to sleep with that stench of smoke all over me.” Sleep. I hadn’t really thought about him staying all night or what that would mean about sleeping arrangements. I prayed that I wasn’t wrong about him being an honorable and good man even if he was doing bad things. I hoped I wasn’t wrong in assuming he wasn’t some psycho that was just waiting for me to let my guard down.

He came up behind me and I nearly jumped out of my own skin until I realized he was just unlocking the cuffs.

“Do you need to use the restroom before bed?”

I couldn’t speak for fear of what my voice might sound like and so instead I chose to simply nod.

“Okay, there’s no window so I’m going to trust you in here alone. I’m sure you’d appreciate your privacy.”

I still didn’t speak. I didn’t move until he left the room and shut the door behind him. I locked the door and used the restroom, brushed my teeth, contemplated my ability to make a shiv out of the toothbrush before realizing I’d watched way too many crime shows. I was afraid of
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