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      He didn’t understand loyalty until she stripped it away…

      Ex-NYPD cop Damian Stone was on the fast-track to an FBI career until a mafia ambush cost him his partner. He left the force and was recruited by an elite security team that leverages his hyper-protective instincts to protect the unprotectable--dangerous clients are Damian's bread and butter.

      But he never expected her.

      Alexa Volkov lived a privileged life—far from the messy underbelly of her father’s Russian mafia. But that doesn’t stop her from carrying the tattoo that makes Damian burn for revenge. As a crime boss daughter, Alexa is in a unique position to collapse the organization from the inside out. Her plan to testify against the mob patriarch puts a bounty on her head that would tempt even the most trustworthy cop—especially one hell-bent on punishing her for the sins of her father.

      But the safe house part of Damian’s protection plan is anything but safe. In a place where alliances are not what they seem and the most dangerous heat bearing down on them is the forbidden burn of seduction, the only thing more at risk than life is a lethal hit to the heart.
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      This was the last time Damian Stone would ever let Rockwell assign him a woman.

      He studied the two figures at the nearby gas station, slid his thermos from his console, and took a fortifying swig of espresso. Twenty minutes had passed since his first scalding sip, and the caffeine had yet to rouse him from his morning haze. But the sight of Alexa Volkov’s crisp, white blouse shrink-wrapped against her cleavage was enough to raise a corpse from the dead.

      Pure triple shot.

      Admittedly, there had been no precedent before her. Damian’s past clients included a sweaty Wall-Street type with an appetite for sex trade cash, an informant that had turned state’s evidence against a high-profile New York senator, and a retired real estate mogul whose trophy wife had hired half of Jersey’s parolees to make his death look like an accident. In every instance, the guys were foul-mouthed, ball-scratching, abysmal excuses for human life that Damian would have given his dying breath to protect.

      This woman? Damian would have surrendered his dying breath and every damned other involuntary drive to extract himself from her protection detail.

      Two red flags skewered his instincts.

      First red flag: her dossier. The text was more than half obscured. Rockwell’s thick, black boxes would have made the State Department proud. And the grainy, paper-clipped photo of the blond may as well have been a police sketch from a drunk eye witness.

      Damian had nothing to go on. Less than nothing.

      Second red flag: Goddamn, but she was beautiful. Distractingly beautiful. Throw-a-top-security-agent-off-his-game beautiful.

      Volkov's escort leaned against the company’s unmarked sedan, looking damn obvious—dressed all in black and wearing a pair of expensive shades. The man looked like he had been trained on a Hollywood set and released out into the wild in full wardrobe. He certainly didn't look like someone casually passing through Wyoming at dawn.

      Damian made a mental note to have a word with Rockwell about some of the newer trainees.

      Volkov wasn't doing much to improve her cover, either. Her stiletto heels peeked from beneath an expensive, wide-legged pantsuit; and despite a coat more inclined to fashion than function in the Rocky Mountains, a sleek belt at her waist amplified her shapely curves. But what most women aspired to, Volkov achieved effortlessly: long, lithe figure; wide-set, exotic eyes, straight blond hair pulled back into a high ponytail.

      One glance at Alexa Volkov was like taking a blow to the head. The spark behind your eyes that kept you company when someone laid you out on the training floor at the police academy.

      Damian allowed himself a moment to feel dizzy. Then he got out of his car.

      The woman didn't shrink as Damian approached, though her slender arms fidgeted. He wondered what she was contemplating more—his nondescript outfit, or his towering, decidedly descript build. He didn't blame her for looking uncertainly to her escort for a confirmation of Damian's identity.

      "Stone," said the man in black.

      Damian took ownership of the name with a slight nod. He flashed the escort his credentials, but his focus never veered from Alexa’s stare. Eye contact was the first non-verbal to gaining her trust. Her Nordic-blue eyes, as breathtaking as the rest of her at close proximity, tightened to a glare.

      Her escort took the hint and departed without further comment.

      "You're a cop," she said. It wasn't a question.

      "Retired," he acknowledged.

      "You don't walk like you're retired."

      She was observant, then, as well as being a knock-out. Damian wondered how her defenses would impact their shared situation. He had been on the receiving end of that mistrustful look a time or two before when he still wore the uniform.

      "Why don't we get some coffee?" he redirected. "Have you eaten anything?"

      "Shouldn't we be heading out? I mean, isn't it dangerous, now that I'm…?"

      "You're with me."

      Volkov’s perfectly-shaped eyebrows twisted in a not-so-perfect fashion, no doubt her brain working to process his meaning. He had used the statement to calm skittish clients before, but the words hadn’t struck him as odd until they left his lips in the presence of a beautiful woman.

      "What I mean to say is that you're safe, Miss Volkov. You can trust me to make decisions. Patronizing the diner will make our visit to the premises less suspicious."

      Her steady, contemplative blinks seemed to indicate a shift, a consent to delay judgment until more information presented itself. Lines at her forehead eased then disappeared.

      Damian guided her to the diner’s entrance and held the door for her.

      Volkov stalled in the doorway and looked up at him with a wan smile. "Tell me again how you're retired? Even your words are blue." She ducked beneath the pillar of his arm to enter.

      In her wake, her fragrance wafted to his nose—something blossoms and vanilla and rain, rolled into one.

      The scent soothed his jacked nerves. Always first-meet nerves.

      The Sizzling Griddle diner was cramped, built like a long railcar with red vinyl booths lining the outer wall. Volkov took direction from him beautifully and didn't stop until they had sequestered themselves in a secluded corner. A cursory glance satisfied Damian that they were a good distance from the windows. He took a seat on the stool beside her, trying to assess how much he was allowed to study a woman under his protection while still retaining his professionalism.

      Seeing her in poor lighting only made things worse. She might be anyone. He might be anyone. Their first meeting might be a thing of chance, rather than a life-preserving necessity.

      "How was your escort?" he asked. If they were strangers in a diner, he certainly wouldn’t have opened with that line.

      "Strong. Silent. He looked a little ridiculous. You, on the other hand…" She paused when Damian removed his baseball cap and place it on the table beside his wallet, seemingly changing her mind about what she planned to say at the last moment. "Your name is Stone?"

      He didn't correct her. An adherence to last names was a good boundary to encourage. Instead, he nodded to a passing waitress, who obliged him by overturning his mug and pouring him a cup of coffee. Alexa declined a cup.

      "How did you get into this line of work?" she asked after their waitress left.

      Damian raised the mug to his lips.

      "Were you discharged?"

      "No."

      "No offense, but you look too young to have retired by choice. And if you were injured in the line of duty, I doubt this would be your logical next assignment. You have to be able to protect me, right?"

      Damian lowered his coffee without having taken a sip. Answers about his past could make or break her trust in him.

      "Am I right?" she pressed.

      "Miss Volkov, if the question is whether or not I am capable of protecting you, then I assure you that you are in safe hands."

      She sat back from the bar and crossed her arms. Damian wondered if she was going to order anything to eat, or if this had been a wasted effort to appear unsuspicious. When the waitress returned, he took the liberty of ordering two stacks of pancakes. A possible overstep, but their first meeting couldn't derail much faster.

      Volkov ate her meal dutifully, speaking little. Damian accepted a refill on his coffee. It was a long drive back to the safe house, and he couldn't afford to let last night's fitful sleep show. He paid in cash, and they quietly exited the diner.

      A man watched them from a sidewalk, half a block away, half-concealed by a parked Jeep.

      Damian’s hand seized her elbow. He kept the movement casual, overfamiliar for the benefit of anyone who might be looking, but the pressure his hand exerted left little question as to his intention.

      Volkov stopped walking. "What is it?"

      Damian leaned toward her, his body as close as a lover, his answer a whisper. “Trouble.”
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      Alexa Volkov froze like a doe in a hunter’s crosshairs.

      He shouldn’t be this close to a female client, but pretending to be intimate seemed the only acceptable cover for a man and a woman out alone in the early morning. His eyes drank in the kaleidoscope of watery hues in her pupils before he shifted his attention to a practiced sweep of their surroundings.

      The man was gone.

      Damian summoned a mental snapshot: tall, maybe six feet; hollowed-out cheekbones; baseball cap not unlike his own; facial hair—not much, just a shadow. And the ordinary superpower to disappear in seconds.

      "It's bad," she insisted. "Isn't it?"

      "Instincts are never bad." Damian assessed the distance back to the diner. They were positioned equidistant to the car. Both locations would be expected end points with little room to maneuver once the decision was made.

      Damian aimed for a forested slope of cottonwoods behind an adjacent smoke shop.

      His hand slipped from her elbow the small of her back. He guided her down the narrow country road, his open palm hovering but never quite touching. His pulse quickened as much from his hand’s proximity to her heart-shaped ass than from their swift pace.

      Volkov had given him more than a passing impression that she didn't trust cops. Damian couldn't remember the last time a witness under his protection had grilled him about his past. Whatever her opinion, she appeared to trust his instincts now. After their initial meeting, he expected resistance on every front. Her compliance, even cooperation, revealed a side he hadn't anticipated.

      "We'll walk a few minutes into these woods,” he narrated for her benefit. “Then I'll radio for another car to be dropped off for us."

      "How far are we going?" Alexa's face tightened.

      Despite his plan, Damian slowed to a stop. Honesty bred trust. The kind of trust that would keep them both alive. His hand that hovered near her back alighted gently.

      The woman didn't flinch at the contact. If anything, she turned into him.

      Damian quickly withdrew his hand.

      "Quarter mile,” he said. “Take off your coat.”

      Alexa's eyebrow shot up. The attitude from the diner immediately returned. "You want me to take off my clothes?"

      Damian didn't bite. Instead, he pulled off his hat and stuffed it into his pocket then whipped his own coat off his shoulders and inverted it. "If anyone's tailing us, they already know what we look like. Any alteration will give us a few seconds before recognition sets in. Sometimes, a few seconds is all we need."

      Volkov yanked the elastic tie from her hair, releasing her ponytail into a blond curtain past her shoulders. She combed her fingers through the shimmering strands, set out in stark relief against her dark clothes.

      An image of his fingers doing the same flashed in his mind—deliberate instead of absent-minded, skin instead of clothes. His groin tightened a split second before his rational brain clobbered his libido.

      "Not good enough." His voice emerged clipped, brisk. He’d take brisk. Brisk would keep them alive. Brisk would keep him from wanting to bed his ward. He handed her his hat.

      She twisted the golden locks around her finger and tucked the thick length beneath his cap, out of sight.

      "Now the coat."

      Volkov unzipped and removed her coat. Another idle tuck of her hair, and Damian noticed a flash of something on her pale wrist—a tattooed crest: one skull, two guns, barrels crossed beneath the grinning visage like bones joined in brotherhood.

      Damian’s blood ran liquid-nitrogen cold.

      He knew that crest better than anyone—maybe even better than the girl who wore it. The ink was no larger than a pendant on a bracelet, easily dismissible. It vanished in the next instant when Volkov pulled her coat back on, this time with the lining facing out.

      The brand on her wrist was like the entrance to a long, horrifying tunnel—one that Damian now found himself hurtling past. His mind abducted him away from the forest clearing, away from Alexa Volkov, away to the single most violent shootout of his life.

      Bodies convulsed and dropped around him in the crossfire—most, but not all of them, wearing the insignia, like their own fortune sewn onto their skins. Gun barrels blazed, bullets flew and ricocheted, Paulson dropped…

      Damian snapped back to the present with a grimace. His vision sharpened. Alexa looked at him as if she was caught halfway between making a wisecrack and feeling genuinely worried.

      This time when Damian seized her arm, his grip was anything but gentle.

      "Come on. We need to get further in. Then I'll make the call."
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      Damian wanted to tear Rockwell a new one. He wanted to curse the old man then leave the blonde temptation alone in the woods to find her own way out of whatever mess she had gotten herself into. He didn't put his life on the line for mob members, especially not a member of the mob that had murdered his partner right in front of him.

      He paced as he called for the backup car, his backtracked steps the only measure of tension he dared release. Alexa gazed off into the woods, her ridiculous heels dangling from her grasp. She clearly sensed something was wrong, despite his composed exterior. He ended the call and returned to her side. Her proximity triggered every black feeling he had going on inside him.

      "Stick close to me," he instructed. "It doesn't matter if I make a phone call or take a leak. Don't mistakenly think that whoever is after you is going to holster his weapon just because you felt like being polite."

      "At least one of us has the inclination toward politeness," said Volkov.

      Damian heard a trace of the Russian accent he knew shouldn't have been there. She had been sent to school in the States at an early age, or so her file said.

      Then again, her file had omitted a hell of a lot of important details.

      They navigated the trees in silence, eventually coming to a drop-off at the perimeter of a secluded neighborhood. Damian withdrew the universal key used for all the company vehicles and unlocked the passenger side first, ushering Volkov inside in a pantomime of good manners. He wasn't halfway into his own seat when the woman unleashed the third degree.

      "Do we have a problem?" She crossed her arms, pressing her breasts to exaggerated prominence.

      Damian averted his glare out at the road. He didn't know who sparked his anger more: Volkov, Rockwell, or himself. He shoved the car into gear, and they started down the road.

      "Is it because I call you out on being a dirty, no-good cop?" Alexa asked bluntly. "I just wanted you to know how things are.”

      "Yeah?" Damian didn't like the rise in his voice. He swallowed deliberately and tried again. "Is that how things are?"

      "Yes. I don't trust cops."

      "And I don't trust mob members."

      The cabin was silent. Damian thought he would welcome the quiet, but it only electrified the air between them. He kept his eyes on the snaking, mountain road as Volkov, after a moment's deliberation, pushed the sleeve of her coat back from her slender wrist. In his peripheral, he saw the black mark on her arm, grinning at him like he was the biggest fool on earth.

      "I'm not in the mob," she said. "Nico Volkov makes everyone in his circle get this tattoo. Even members of his own family."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            3

          

        

      

    

    
      "His daughter?"

      From an upstairs bedroom, Alexa heard the phone conversation happening in the ground-floor great room of the safe house. Well, she heard Stone’s side of the conversation. She knew that the man on the other line was Jason Rockwell, Damian Stone's boss, and that she was the subject of discussion—or rather, the gasoline fueling the fire of Stone's tirade.

      Alexa lay atop a floral bedspread, arms crossed beneath her head like a schoolgirl confined to her room, not a key trial witness confined to a lake cabin somewhere near the Grand Tetons. Mustard-colored light from a wall sconce cast an orb on the wall beside the bed but did little else to slay the room’s corner shadows."Of course I read the file." Stone’s voice was a caged grizzly, pausing every so often to chew on the information Rockwell fed him. "Of course I saw the last name."

      Alexa frowned. She had seen the expression on her protector's face when she flashed him a glimpse of her tattoo in the forest clearing.  If it were possible to feel sorry for a grown man—an ex-cop at that—she might feel sorry for whatever Damian Stone had suffered through at the hands of her father's mob. The pain on his face had been raw and real before he had forced it back beneath his granite exterior. She didn't know him well enough to enjoy this first break in his character.

      Yet.

      "Why wasn't that information in the file? Didn't you think that was something I needed to know? Look, we’ve got one week until the trial, but after this is over, we talk face-to-face. You really screwed me here, Jason."

      Alexa sat up. Her hair was down, and a flaxen strand of it fell into her eyes. She pushed it aside and got out of bed. She hadn't been able to bring any of her things, so everything located within the tiny room—the clothes, the toiletries, even the hairbrush—had been provided for her by strangers within Rockwell’s agency. Faceless people she would never meet. People who didn't know the first thing about her or her situation.

      She forced herself to go through the dresser, the wardrobe, the closet, slamming each wooden door shut one by one. If Damian Stone's phone call quieted suddenly downstairs, she didn't care. He had an issue with her? She had an issue with him. What were they thinking, putting her life in the hands of someone who could be so easily bought off? He hadn’t even bothered to deny he was a dirty cop when she accused him.

      And on top of that, why would anyone place her with someone so infuriatingly gorgeous? Weren't there common-sense procedures in place to prevent this sort of thing? Where were all the female safe house operators or grandfatherly ex-marines? No. Alexa Volkov had drawn the straw that went with the tallest, most thirst-quenching glass of water. It seemed dangerous that the tension already existing between them should be compounded by something as unnerving as sexual attraction. If she was anything close to lucky, Damian Stone would remain professional, and she could snuff the beginnings of that torch in peace.

      Alexa slipped out of her bra and changed into cotton shorts and a tank top, without trying to dwell too much on the fact that her measurements must have been part of her physical description in the file Stone read. The phone conversation continued downstairs. She pulled her hair into a high ponytail, and was just about to settle down for the night with a random book she had selected off the shelf when a quiet knock at the door made her start.

      She hadn't heard him hang up, and she definitely hadn't heard him coming up the stairs. The realization that a man of Stone's formidable size could move soundlessly throughout the house quickened her pulse. Alexa got up from the bed and pulled the door open.

      His jacket and hat were gone. Stone stood in her doorway in tight jeans and a domestic-looking T-shirt. Alexa wouldn't be surprised if the regimented ex-cop ironed them himself.

      Any private thoughts about how well he filled out those garments intensified when she witnessed his gaze trickle downward to the thin cloth covering her breasts. His face reddened six shades, by degrees. He showed a sudden, absurd interest in an ordinary light switch past her shoulder.

      The open door ushered in a cool breeze from the hallway. She knew exactly what he would have seen; she felt the abrasion of the fabric against her pebbled nipples. She could let him off the hook—grab a hoodie or cross her arms. But where would the fun be in that? If she had to be here, she could at least turn his code of ethics into a chess match.

      "Can I help you?" She propped her forearm against the doorframe and leaned, asserting ownership of her new room and clothes. "Or did you already get all the help you could handle from our mutual acquaintance, Jason Rockwell?"

      "Come downstairs."

      Stone turned his back on her and retreated swiftly down the hallway. Alexa, who had been hoping for a more spirited confrontation, frowned and followed. Once they had arranged themselves in the downstairs kitchen—Alexa at the table and Stone leaning against the sink with crossed arms—he continued their exchange.

      "How much did you hear?" His voice matched his eyes. Sheepish. Guarded.

      "Enough to guess that you weren't told who I was. Even though you probably should have guessed on your own. I assume you weren't a detective in your former profession."

      "Enough about my profession," Stone countered. "What’s your story? The real story. Don’t dick me around. I can’t protect you on a foundation of lies.”

      Alexa wanted to pursue discourse on the most tempting part of his statement, but one look at the rigid line of his lips, and she reined in her sarcasm. "I'm here to testify against my father."

      "So the file says."

      Alexa took her time crossing one long, smooth leg over the other, just to see what would happen. His eyes didn't budge from hers. So much for the torch, she thought.

      "The police took me into custody after… after something horrible happened." Alexa paused to process her next words, scratching her perfectly-manicured thumbnail along table’s woodgrain, refusing to glance up at him for fear she would see anything but what she knew him to be—corrupt, self-serving, the way all cops go given opportunity and bankroll.  "My mother was shot in a business deal gone wrong, and my father was arrested."

      "Some business you're running." Stone's voice steeped irony.

      Alexa glanced up sharply. "I don't run anything, okay? I didn't choose what family I was born into. But they're my family, and I'll do anything to protect them."

      Damian Stone—the man whose job it was to protect her—blinked back the sharp tenor of her words. His expression hardened once more, clearly unconvinced.

      "So why testify? If you're so loyal to the Volkov family, why act as the government's lynchpin in putting Nico behind bars?"

      "My father has done some terrible things. I always knew, but I didn't realize the scope until they sat me down at the precinct and showed me the evidence—crime scene photos, severed body parts with cryptic messages carved into the skin, surveillance video. I always thought anything he did could be justified away—that the people who crossed him in business deserved what came to them or that he was doing what he had to for us, to give us a better life than he had in Russia. As a little girl, I fantasized that my father didn't enjoy leading a life of crime.”

      “And now?”

      Alexa ran an anxious hand over the back of her neck and squeezed the tension from her muscles. “Now that I'm older, I see that his decisions come from that past—the gulags. Labor camps with inhumane conditions. Preservation is all he knows, but that doesn't mean I don't love him. I'm doing this for him, even if he won't forgive me for it. Even if my family disowns me and throws me out on the street, at least I'll know my father is locked up safe where no one can put a bullet through him."

      Not like my mother.

      But she didn't say any more. The air between them thickened, charged with all she had not revealed and all he had yet to confess. And Stone, to his credit, didn't press her.

      He pushed off from the counter. "I have something to show you."

      “Don’t tease me, now, Stone. I can match any heat you may be packing.”

      “That work often for you?”

      “What?”

      “Your ability to disarm people with a mixture of immature innuendos and adolescent wiles?”

      His words landed like a blow to her belly. Alexa stormed after him into the living room. “I’m twenty-three.”

      “Going on fourteen.” Damian crossed to the centerpiece cabinet. “Sheltered by your daddy and his bullets.”

      The blows kept coming. This time, she had her gloves on, far from defenseless. “You know nothing about my life.”

      “I know enough to do my job.” He pressed a number sequence into the cabinet. The lock suctioned free to reveal a mini arsenal. “Past that? Your suggestive words, your sharp tongue, your associations hold no meaning for me.”

      The sight of so many weapons might have been disturbing to another woman, but not to the daughter of Nico Volkov. Alexa looked at Stone pointedly, as if to say, get on with the lecture. Ever since the revelation of her tattoo, she had been expecting ground rules.

      "I keep all the guns in here. Don’t attempt to figure out the code. It revolves forward and resets at random intervals."

      Stone shut the cabinet. The number blinked red.

      She raised an eyebrow. "Is that really a good idea?"

      He rearranged himself to mirror her, arms crossed high against his pecs. His stance caused his biceps to leap into casual prominence. Alexa had only ever known the byki of her father's crime family to affect such a pose when trying to appear better built than they actually were. On Stone, the gesture was authentic. Mesmerizing.

      Alexa's eyes scanned to his expansive chest. She thought she saw Damian's eyes traveling down her body again, but unless he was looking for contraband, she decided any perceived interest was only a trick of her imagination. He had, after all, practically called her a child.

      "In the event of an emergency, come and find me," he said finally.

      "Controlling much?" Alexa asked.

      "Clearly you haven't spent any extended time with Jason Rockwell." Stone checked the cabinet’s keypad again. "If it was up to me, I would have you locked up in a cell beside your father. But since I have less authority over our situation than I was given to believe, I'll settle for you following my orders."

      "My life is in your hands," Alexa said, her rising temper more than evidenced by her caustic tone. She decided that she had endured quite enough of Damian Stone for one evening. She scaled the stairs in paired steps. By the time she reached the loft, she had committed herself to a mutiny of epic proportions.
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      Damian had lied to Alexa Volkov. There was still one gun left unlocked, and that was his personal Glock 22. He kept it on him at all times now, concealed in a holster at the small of his back.

      Damian Stone wasn't taking any chances.

      That wasn’t all he lied about. Alexa Volkov was definitely not fourteen. He didn’t find her seducing banter obnoxious or immature, either. If he was truthful, he found it a complete fucking turn on. Disarmingly sexy with the ability to smother his focus. Focus he desperately needed if he was to protect someone who embodied everything he despised.

      His glacially cold shower hadn’t mitigated his body temperature. He slept terribly. He almost always did. Memories and visions that he was able to suppress during the daylight hours came knocking when he was at his weakest. The memory of his bloody showdown with Nico's mob, however, didn't haunt Damian's subconscious that night.

      Alexa Volkov’s body did.

      Damian woke before dawn, a thin sheen of sweat covering his neck and chest. He kicked the covers off and paced to his bureau to dress for his morning run before doubling back to retrieve the gun fixed beneath his bed frame. He fastened his holster before shrugging on a sleeveless gray hoodie and shorts. He secured the door behind him.

      Besides acting as a perimeter check, running purged his mind of unwanted thoughts. Today, the blood pumping through his veins and the racing of his heart reminded him of his waking condition: saturated, amped, his physical drives overpowering anything his mind offered. While he couldn't remember the content of last night's dreams, he could remember, all too clearly, was his forbidden housemate and her complete willingness to linger in his fantasy.

      Just what he needed—a dangerous mob boss’s daughter needling him on a conscious and subconscious level. Not only was he betraying his duty by allowing his thoughts stray from protocol, he was betraying himself. Ultimately, he was betraying his partner.

      Damian’s return surveillance took him along the lake’s perimeter. The water looked glass-still in the early morning, disturbed only by the occasional ripple of a breaching fish. He passed a lone heron standing in the shallows like a statue. The bird did not start, not even when Damian paused his run briefly to admire its regal stance. The creature embodied patience, a resoluteness he identified with. If only he could get back on track.

      For the first time ever, he allowed his thoughts to slip back into his darker memories, drawing them out to eclipse the maddening blonde vision that had been the inspiration for his run. In his memory, he was back at the warehouse, bullets spraying the air, blood splashing across the concrete like abstract art.

      Damian took cover behind a cargo crate. He dropped at least five of Volkov's goons, but they kept coming. Bam. Bam. Two officers dropped—Kopecky and Weddell. Hands reached out to drag them along the concrete, out of harm’s way. Something didn't smell right. It felt like an ambush, a set up.

      His partner, Paulson, took similar shelter behind a crate several yards away. Damian swiveled, waiting for a break in the action to make the run, to join Paulson and tell him he suspected a mole. Damian lunged across the warehouse as Paulson raised himself up, gun trained to deliver another punishing round of shots to Volkov's gang.

      A single crack echoed through the cavernous warehouse, loud enough that it might have come from anywhere.

      He thought Paulson's M&P 9 had discharged, but by the time Damian arrived at his partner's side, Paulson’s gun had dropped from his limp fingers to the floor.

      On the north side of the mountain lake now, Damian pushed his memories past physical exertion. His legs pumped, his arms knifed the air. He sprinted as if his strides could carry him back in time, back to the split second before his partner had taken that bullet. If he had been quicker, he might have saved Paulson's life, even if it meant trading his in the process.

      Damian would have sacrificed without a moment’s hesitation.

      If he had kept his focus, Paulson wouldn't have died that day in his arms.

      Circling back toward the safe house, he recaptured his single-minded focus: do his job, protect his charge. End of story. Rehashing the sins of her father made the line drawn between him and Alexa clear again—more than clear. The sooner she was out of his protection, the sooner they could all swallow the bitter rehashing of past events.

      A mile out from the house, he came upon a late-model Jeep, parked along a wide trail near a boat slip.

      Damian drew his gun. His stride immediately shifted, becoming more swift and covert; he trained his forward shoulder instinctually toward the vehicle as he approached, making himself a slimmer target. In the next moment, he realized he needn't have bothered—the Jeep was completely empty save for a lidless coffee cup and a couple of fast food wrappers littering the backseat.

      He pressed his palm to the Jeep’s hood.

      As cold as the morning air.

      Damian relaxed a little. The safe house wasn’t the only residence around the lake. Neighboring houses scattered here and there, mainly summer homes, but he couldn't discount the few locals who stayed year-round. The relatively small and private-minded population surrounding the safe house property lines was preferable to complete isolation. Humans who isolated themselves from society naturally attracted suspicion.

      In all his time at the safe house, Damian had never encountered another soul who hadn't been placed directly under his supervision. Still, that didn't mean finding evidence of others was anything out of the ordinary. If anything, he probably should have found something like this sooner.

      He photographed the vehicle. As he strode home, he made a call to Rockwell.

      "Plates?" the gruff voice on the other line prompted.

      "I'm sending them to you now."

      "Good. We'll run 'em, see what turns up. I wouldn't lose sleep over it."

      Sleep. Right. "Roger that."

      "Feeling a bit better about Miss Volkov this morning?" Rockwell inquired, as if reading the silence between them.

      "Not especially."

      "Good. As long as you don't feel any worse about it. A healthy level of suspicion will keep you on your toes. Wouldn't want you to get complacent."

      "Wouldn't want to keep me informed, either."

      "Is this about the file again?" Rockwell sounded annoyed. "Redaction is standard in this sort of case. I gave you what you need to do your job. So do your job, Stone."

      The call severed.

      Damian sighed. He didn't like Rockwell controlling all of the information and leaving him in the dark, but the man was right. He needed to get his head straight about Alexa Volkov and do his job. He needed to keep her from entering his thoughts, unbidden, even while remaining in her proximity at all hours.

      Routine protocol. Keep busy. No problem.

      For Paulson.
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      The safe house Damian operated was an updated lodge-style home. From the outside, it appeared warm and inviting—nothing at all like the stoic man who was only pretending to pay the mortgage on it. The house was picturesque, from its aesthetic square windows to the top of its stone chimney, and Damian was fond of it. He felt a complete sense of ownership.

      He jogged down the steps descending from the dirt road to the front door. A broken fence post snagged his attention, and he made a mental note to repair it after breakfast. Projects kept him occupied and focused on things other than houseguests in bottom-hugging shorts.

      Volkov's bedroom door was closed, and Damian saw no sign of the blond beauty. He pulled his muddied shoes off in the foyer. His eyes scanned the downstairs, but the house was just as he had left it. Satisfied, he moved into the kitchen to start breakfast.

      Like everything else in his life, Damian adhered to a breakfast routine: a stack of pancakes poured from a protein-rich grain mix and slathered with butter, no syrup; eggs, sunny side up; and bacon charred to a crisp. These had been his staples since he had entered the police academy, and he didn't see any reason to change.

      "Do you make all your guests suffer through burned bacon smell?"

      He frowned and turned away from his busy stovetop. Volkov stood in the doorway, still wearing last night's little number. Little didn’t begin to describe the skin-to-fabric ratio. The shorts were twisted from sleep, as revealing as ever, and the dark outline of a lace-black push-up bra beneath her tank top concealed her assets he had jogged three miles to forget.

      Damian had a long list of people to speak with once this was all said and done. Chief among them would be whoever had been in charge of the woman's replacement wardrobe.

      "Would you suffer less if you went hungry?" He kept his tone carefully neutral, even though his words tested the air between them. Volkov's insult had sounded more like a gentle jab after last night's charged encounter, and he didn't think they were in danger of repeating their dispute now. Their conversation felt strangely civil in the guise of being hostile. The sparring might have even been called something else under different circumstances.

      But she definitely wasn't flirting, Damian decided, even as Alexa crossed into the room to join him. He moved aside to make room for her inspection.

      "What have you done to the bacon?" She sounded personally offended by the sight. "Is that bacon?"

      "Don't tell me you're a vegetarian," Damian said, his voice sizzling with judgement.

      Volkov shot him an amused sideways glance. "What? Didn't it say as much in my file?"

      "Apparently they don't make dossiers like they used to."

      She laughed, a near-silent chuckle that gently shook her bare shoulders and made him wonder what banter might provoke a richer sound. At the thought, he nearly scorched his hand on the griddle as self-punishment.

      Volkov pulled strips of pink, uncooked bacon off the cutting board to join his. She helmed the frying pan as Damian finished the pancakes.

      "If you use butter, the bacon will crisp without getting burned through completely," she informed him. "And I can see you like using butter. There’s enough here to grease the entire New York police force."

      Damian smiled. He shouldn’t think a cynical remark about cops should be funny, but her delivery was easy, harmless. She was bold, unapologetic, different from his usual charges who were typically nervous, sweaty-types afraid of their own shadow.

      She reached past him for the cooking tongs in the same instant he reached around her for the measuring cup; her shoulder blades brushed his chest.

      Damian pretended not to notice.

      "You went for a run this morning?" she asked him casually.

      "Just checking the perimeter. Sorry I didn't change. I didn't think you'd be joining me for breakfast."

      "I don't mind a little sweat."

      The casual way she said it, without meeting his gaze, made Damian's pulse thud to a stop before picking up again double-time. He might as well have still been out sprinting around the lake. Other exertive activities sprang to mind. The turn his brain took at her comment was inexcusable.

      "I run also," said Volkov. "I mean, before I was housebound."

      Totally believable. He made a concentrated effort not to look at the lean pair of bare-footed legs beside him.

      "It would be against protocol if I took you with me," he said instead. "I hope you won't be bored here, Miss Volkov."

      “Seriously, Stone? In twenty-four hours, you’ve almost kissed me because you thought we were tailed, you oogled my chest, and I had a wild sex dream about you last night. I think we’re past formality. Don’t you?”

      Damian dropped his spatula. Two silver-dollar sized pancakes flipped from his grasp. One landed at his feet. The other landed with an unceremonious plop on her cleavage.

      His face flushed, bacon-grease hot. She rewarded his misfortune with a hearty laugh—this time with an unabashed note that aligned with her devil-may-care attitude—and a robust bite of the breast-cake. He wanted to protest her oogled comment, but words failed.

      Mercifully, she kick-started past the awkward moment by talking around her mouthful. "I find cooking to be a good diversion. In addition to… other things, my family owns a restaurant. I've picked up a few culinary tricks." After a short pause, she added, “I’m kidding about the sex dream. Although—”

      "Show me, then." Damian took a step back from the stove. Diversion, Stone. Food was a good diversion.

      She laughed off the interruption and the unfortunate school-boy tenor of his request. “I was just going to say that for someone so heavily recruited for the FBI, words sure seem to throw you off your game.”

      “Food, Miss Volkov.”

      "Fine. You haven't cracked any eggs yet, Damian.” She emphasized his first name with a playful wiggle of her brows. “So I assume you like them sunny side up. But if you scramble your eggs instead in the leftover bacon grease…" She cracked two eggs with one hand and emptied their milky yolks into the pan. "… you bypass any need to find a way to dispose of the grease. And they taste amazing."

      "I usually put away four." Damian held up two eggs of his own and imitated her approach to cracking them on the side of the pan.

      They were back-to-chest once more. Her hair smelled like the shampoo he kept stocked in the upstairs shower, but her natural scent added more—beach, maybe. A breezy day when things weren’t so complicated. For the first time, her harsh, Russian family name slipped away and he thought of her as Alexa. The name fit—feminine but strong, spirited.

      "We might as well make a few more, then," Alexa said, her voice a little quieter than before. They worked together to scramble the eggs, bringing them to a fluffy golden finish that they salted and peppered generously. They were so in sync by then that Alexa was able to pass him a dish without looking. His fingers brushed her much softer hands.

      She released the plate with a little jump.

      He turned away and fought back a smile, delighted that she appeared as tortured by their arrangement.

      "Want me to brew us up some coffee?" she asked him after a moment's recovery.

      "Sure."

      As the coffee maker percolated, the two of them sat together at the kitchen table, their proximity a ceasefire to the space they had silently imposed the night before. Damian offered her first go at the newspaper, but Alexa declined, preferring instead to talk to him about the house.

      "Are all the safe houses in your network like this?" she inquired, pointing toward the loft with her fork.

      "Like what?" Damian returned cautiously.

      "I don't know. Cozy."

      "We like our clients to feel at ease."

      "That must be why they hire personable types like you." Alexa nudged his ankle playfully.

      A flush of heat rose along his legs. Damian glanced up, mid-chew, from his breakfast. He found himself completely at a loss of what to say.

      Thankfully, she rose to attend to their coffee. His eyes averted to the swaying motion of her hips before he forbid himself from looking. Alexa turned back to him, pot raised.

      "Ever try butter and coconut oil in your coffee? It's better than it sounds." Alexa turned away again to fill their mugs. "We call it 'bulletproof coffee' in my family."

      For a moment, Damian didn't think he had heard her right. After an extended period of silence, he said, "Black, please."

      His chair slid out behind him as he stood. Alexa turned with his coffee, but Damian had already put his plate in the sink and taken the mug out of her hand before she could rejoin him.

      "Miss Volkov," he said as a way of excusing himself. He quietly exited the kitchen, trying not to notice the hurt expression on her face.

      The coffee remained untouched on his bathroom counter as he showered. He leaned his forearm against the glossy tile, dropped his head against his bicep. How long did she have her back turned? What was she doing with her hands while I was staring at her pert little ass like a schoolboy?

      Jesus, Stone. Stay focused.

      As soon as he got out of the shower, Damian poured out his coffee into the sink.

      If there was one thing he learned from losing his best friend, it was to never trust a Volkov.
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      Alexa sat in the living room’s bay window seat and pretended not to watch Damian move around the yard. Her protector was now dressed in oil-stained jeans and a distressed T-shirt, which wasn't distressing at all—not in the slightest. At least this ensemble had sleeves. She didn't think she could endure another covert glance at his morning jogging outfit without giving herself away completely.

      She wanted him. Big time. She wanted Damian Stone, the man sworn to protect her—the sort of ex-cop she had avowed herself to hate—the same man who clearly harbored a deep abiding hatred for her family, and by extension, her.

      But how else was she supposed to occupy herself? She was bored out of her skull. When she wasn't pacing anxiously or pretending to read one of three hundred and sixteen—yes, she had counted—true-crime novels crowding the shelves near the fireplace, she stared wistfully out at the lake and imagined what the fresh air felt like. She hadn't even been here a day and already she was going crazy. Distracting herself with thoughts of the only other person on the property seemed like a surefire way to keep the cabin fever at bay.

      Or a surefire way to make it a hundred times worse.

      Damian knelt near the edge of the yard, a hammer held loosely in one hand as he considered a broken fence post. Alexa raised her book once more, but memories of their earlier time together in the kitchen caused the words to swim right off the page in front of her.

      She glanced up. Damian, who had been gazing back at the house, quickly preoccupied himself with his toolbox once more.

      Hours passed. Alexa reorganized Damian’s beloved novel collection alphabetically by author’s last name and series, baked authentic kartoshka cake balls and sprinkled them with powdered sugar, and scoured the kitchen. By evening, Damian still hadn't come inside, not even for a bathroom break. She pawed through everything in her foreign-to-her wardrobe twice, trying it all on until she arrived at a blue summer dress she had glanced over her first time through. The fabric sported loud red flowers that resembled poppies. She normally didn't like patterns, but she tried it on anyway.

      Her reflection in the mirror sent a slight tingle up her spine. What had seemed like a run-of-the-miss dress on the hanger looked completely different hugging her curves and draping breezily across her thighs. She turned to admire herself from behind, enjoying the way the open back plunged down further than she first thought. She imagined the expression on Damian Stone's indifferent face when he saw her.

      The chess match just got a whole lot more colorful.

      She let her hair down, brushing and fluffing it until it hung in effortless gold waves. She hadn't been provided with any makeup, but she washed her face and applied a dusting of face powder and a smudge of lipstick from the touch-up bag she kept in her purse.

      Alexa made her way downstairs.

      Damian still hadn't returned.

      Was a fence post really that much more riveting than she was? Oh well—the man's disinterest in her was probably for the better. Alexa knew she had no business interacting with an ex-cop, much less flirting with one. If it was his personal aim to kill her through boredom, he was certainly succeeding on that front.

      But she wouldn't succumb so easily. There had to be something in this house she could preoccupy herself with.

      Alexa moved into the living room. She rattled the gun cabinet handle, but of course, it was locked. The next cabinet over, however, proved quite accessible. She pulled it open, her eyes taking in a promising row of smooth, dark bottles.

      "So this is where he keeps the alcohol."

      She selected a red off the shelf and turned it over to read the label. Growing up in her family's restaurant had lent itself to quite an education regarding wine. Damian Stone had good taste.

      She uncorked the bottle in the kitchen and began chopping ingredients for a homemade wine-based red sauce for a spaghetti dinner. The sky beyond the kitchen window had grown dark by the time Damian entered the front door.

      Alexa didn't turn around. She salted the pot of water she’d placed on the stovetop for the pasta, humming to herself and taking frequent sips from a wineglass she found in a glass-front cabinet near the pantry.

      "Get that fence fixed?" she asked. “There’s only one activity that benefits from working that slow. Totally different tool.”

      "I thought I locked the liquor cabinet."

      Alexa tilted her head back over her shoulder, grinning to acknowledge that he had not.

      The man's face darkened. "Clients under our protection aren't allowed to drink."

      "I'm cooking with it." Alexa shrugged her shoulders as if she clearly didn't have a glass in her hand. “The alcohol burns off.”

      Damian shook his head as he exited the room. He wasn't one foot out of the kitchen before she raised the glass once more to her lips.

      The shower twisted on in the other room, and she returned her attention to preparing dinner. Her awareness kept slipping back to his body beneath the running water. After the third time she found herself distracted, Alexa set her glass down. Maybe she was drinking too much too fast.

      Minutes later, Damian rejoined her in the kitchen, his hair still dripping from his shower.

      The cabernet on her tongue went bone-dry. She noticed a bottle of beer in his hand and raised an eyebrow.

      “Non-alcoholic.” He leaned against the counter beside her and raised the bottle to his lips.

      She turned her attention back to the stove, heaping generous portions onto two plates. The alcohol kicked through her bloodstream. It felt suspiciously like she was blushing, and Alexa was not a blusher. Not when she was sober, anyway.

      "Others have had instances of witnesses drinking too much and wandering off,” Damian said. “Never had a problem under my watch, and I don't intend to."

      "Ever had an edible meal under your watch?" Alexa teased as she ferried their plates to the table. “Breakfast the exception, of course.”

      "Does this morning not count?" His lips quirked as he joined her at the table.

      They ate quietly. When Alexa had drained her glass a second—or was it third?—time, Damian reached across the table to take the liberty of refilling it for her. So much for house rules, she thought as she swirled it, eyeing him to see if she could read an intention. The man did not appear conflicted with his decision to top her off—in fact, he rose to get himself another drink from the cooler in the garage. If she held up well enough, maybe she could extract an admission that this situation was nothing but a buy-off by a disgraced cop.

      "So you admit that you like having me around," she concluded when he returned.

      Damian sank back into his chair and popped the cap off his beer with the edge of the table.  "I admit that you are a better cook than my previous guests."

      "Were any of your previous guests women?" Alexa asked nonchalantly.

      “No.” Damian eyed her as he pressed the bottle to his lips. "Most of the women I know stay out of your kind of trouble."

      A hearty dinner saw the wine bottle completely drained. Damian gazed
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