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            ABOUT THE BOOK

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        
        Life has not been kind to Bianca.

        Childhood abuse has left her cautious.

        She trusts no one. Especially men.

        Guarding her emotional and physical scars has been her life’s mission.

        She went to her deathbed without ever sharing her secrets with anyone.

        Or so she thought.

        Waking up from ten years in a cryostat leaves her scared out of her mind.

        People have seen her scars.

        The horror of that new reality has her reeling.

        And worse? She’s been left alone in the care of a man she barely knows.

        Grayson’s job is to keep Bianca safe and nurse her to health.

        He’s well aware she has secrets.

        The welts on her back explain a lot about the private woman.

        It’s not a surprise that she doesn’t trust him.

        She doesn’t deserve whatever life has dealt her.

        He will move mountains to keep her safe and help her heal.

        As their friendship grows, he gradually breaks down her walls.

        He’d give anything for her to let him in.

        But he won’t rush her.

        Patience is his best option.

        Bianca believes she is too broken to be loved.

        Grayson will wait a lifetime to prove her wrong.

      

      

      

      The books in this series can be read on their own, but readers will enjoy the Project DEEP series more if they are read order.
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      Grayson Maston’s nerves were completely frayed when his cell phone rang in the pocket of his scrubs, making him jump in his seat. He’d been tapping his foot nervously for over half an hour, keeping a close eye on the comatose woman on the gurney in front of him.

      Bianca Serrano. Young. Hispanic. Petite. She’d been with Project DEEP for less than a year before the entire team had been cryonically preserved ten years ago.

      They were in the back of an ambulance. An ambulance that had been sitting idle behind a strip mall for much longer than he would have liked.

      He tugged the cell from his pocket, glanced at the screen, and connected the call. “Ryan. Thank God. What the hell is going on?”

      “Sorry. Detective Pierce Titus is going to pick you up.”

      “Who the hell is Titus? And why?” Grayson needed answers, far more of them than he suspected he was going to get, judging by how fast Ryan was speaking.

      “I’ll explain later, but you can trust him. He’s going to transport the two of you to a safe location.”

      Grayson’s brows shot up. “A safe location,” he repeated sarcastically. “Right.” As far as Grayson was concerned, there were no safe locations on earth.

      Ryan sighed. “As safe as we can manage right now. Titus will take you to a private clinic where Bianca can be hidden for the time being. We don’t want your current driver to know where you’re going.”

      That made sense, but why was Grayson on this trek with a woman he didn’t know? He himself had only been awake for two months. He hardly had his bearings. “Why am I here?” Two hours ago the majority of the scientists and doctors working in the Colorado bunker for Project DEEP had been evacuated when an explosion compromised the front gate. In a mad scramble to get everyone to safety, Grayson had been randomly assigned to leave in an ambulance with Bianca.

      “Temple did her best to pair people up in the most logical manner. You’re a medical doctor. You’ll be beneficial to Bianca along the way.”

      Grayson sat up straighter, his spine stiffening. “Wait. Whoa… Are you thinking I’m going to stay with Bianca for a month waiting for her to wake up?”

      “Yes. That’s the plan. Sorry. We need you.”

      Grayson glanced at his patient and cringed. He ran a hand through his hair. He couldn’t think of anything more boring than guarding a woman he barely knew while she lay in a coma for another four weeks.

      “Grayson, the reason I called is because you need to know something.”

      Hearing the concern in Ryan’s tone, Grayson closed his eyes and rubbed his temples with his free hand. “There’s more?”

      “Yes.” Ryan sighed. “Bianca’s been abused. I seriously doubt very many people know this. Even Temple didn’t know. It wasn’t until Damon pulled her from the reanimation chamber a few days ago that he saw the scars on her.”

      Shit. “What kind of scars are we talking about?” Grayson understood the nuances of abuse all too well. He wondered what would have led everyone to assume Bianca had been abused just because she had scars.

      “They look like whip marks up and down her back, her butt, and her thighs. They’re old enough to have been endured when she was a child. I’m inclined to believe she won’t like anyone knowing this since she never spoke of it. Temple is arranging for a nurse to care for Bianca while you’re at the clinic.”

      Grayson’s spine stiffened. Fuck. His gaze went to Bianca. His hand flew to her much smaller one where it rested against the gurney. He wrapped his fingers around hers instinctively, pain piercing his heart. Who would do such a thing? His mood switched from frustrated to concerned in a heartbeat. A moment ago Bianca had been a scientist he barely knew. Now, she was someone with a story. A story he did not like.

      “Grayson?” Ryan interrupted his thoughts, making Grayson realize he hadn’t responded.

      “I’m here.” He sighed. “I’ll make sure the nurse is informed.”

      “Perfect. I’ll get in touch with you again as soon as I can.” Ryan ended the call without another word.

      Grayson put the phone back in his pocket, returned his gaze to Bianca, and slid his hand to her wrist to check her pulse for the millionth time. She was fine. All the machines hooked up to her were working fine. Everything was fine. Except it wasn’t, and he didn’t think everything would ever be fine again. Not for any of them, and certainly not for Bianca.

      Bianca didn’t move. Of course. She wouldn’t be awake for another three and a half weeks. That was how long she needed to remain in a coma so that her organs could fully become functional. No one came out of a cryostat ready to run a marathon.

      For the first time since Grayson had been paired up with Bianca, he looked at her differently. He hadn’t known her well before they were preserved. She’d been quiet and reserved. Kept her head down. Worked hard. She was a brilliant scientist with a specialty in research, specifically hematology. He knew that much about her, but he’d never known a single personal detail.

      Did anyone?

      He swallowed back the pain he felt on her behalf now and kicked himself for not recognizing the signs. He should have known better. Reserved. Quiet. Detached. She didn’t open up to people. She didn’t let anyone get close to her.

      He thought back on her situation. Unlike most of the team, Bianca hadn’t had an apartment in town ten years ago. She’d had a room inside the bunker. As far as he knew, she’d never left the bunker.

      Fuck.

      He had no idea how much time passed while he held Bianca’s small hand, noticing the contrast between her darker skin and his pale complexion. He’d been raised on a farm in Nebraska to blond parents who didn’t donate an ounce of melanin to either him or his sister.

      Bianca’s skin was the gorgeous tone he’d always wished for while he’d slathered himself with sunscreen every day even though he still managed to burn his face and neck every summer.

      He cringed again when he thought about Ryan’s words. In the time Grayson had worked with Bianca, he’d only spoken to her a handful of times, mostly because she’d never been outgoing or social with the rest of the team. A sign he should have wondered about.

      Grayson was no stranger to witnessing trauma. He’d watched his sister go through years of abuse at the hands of her husband. She had married young and had two kids before she finally got away from the asshole. But in that time, she’d been beaten so many times, Grayson was sure she’d lost count. She’d taken the abuse and hidden it at first, doing so to protect her children. Her husband had threatened to kill them if she told anyone.

      Grayson’s heart pounded even now remembering the broken woman who’d shown up at his parents’ doorstep one night, her small kids in the car, her lip swollen and bloody, her eye black, and her clothes ripped. She’d finally had enough and gotten the strength to leave him.

      Grayson’s parents had known. Grayson himself had known. But no matter what any of them said to her, she would deny it, and the longer she was with her husband, the less she’d seen of her family. She was twenty-three when she finally got away. Grayson was eighteen and about to go off to West Point.

      He tried to shake the memory of that night from his mind, but it was never far away. He remembered the welts he’d seen on her back when their mother lifted her shirt to examine them.

      Jerking his attention back to the present, Grayson set his gaze on Bianca once again. She was so small. So pretty. Her dainty features and silky hair made her seem younger than she was.

      Granted, she was far younger than him. Twenty-seven if he remembered correctly, eight years younger.

      He suddenly felt horrible for not paying attention to her or making an attempt to befriend her. Everyone had a story. Apparently hers was horrific. She deserved better. He hoped whatever asshole had struck this gorgeous woman was currently rotting in hell.

      Bile rose to his throat as he squeezed her hand. Every ounce of frustration he’d felt an hour ago for being saddled with a stranger in a coma fled the ambulance. There was no reason for him to be angry. He didn’t currently have anyplace else to be for heaven’s sake. He would do Bianca a solid and befriend her when she woke up.

      Every member of their team was in jeopardy. All twenty-one of them. They needed to stick together. Help each other through this crazy time while God-only-knew who would prefer to see them dead. Someone had obviously been very careless with her life at one point. That would not happen again. Not on Grayson’s watch.

      Suddenly the driver’s door opened and Grayson lifted his gaze to find a man he didn’t know climbing into the driver’s seat in place of the original driver. The man twisted around and smiled. “Detective Pierce Titus.” He held his badge and identification open for Grayson to see.

      Grayson nodded.

      “I’ll have you settled in a much better location in no time. Hang tight.”

      Grayson wondered what the hell a better location was going to look like. Not for the first time, he doubted there was such a place anymore. Someone was securing information about the employees of Project DEEP, and that someone was wreaking havoc on all of their lives, no matter where they fled.

      DEEP. Disease & Epidemic Eradication & Prevention. The acronym was absurdly long and tedious, but it was perfectly descriptive of what the members of the team did for the government. They researched disease. Every one of them had been handpicked from the finest schools in the country to join the team.

      And every one of them was now in danger. Both the original team being reanimated and the new team who’d come on two years ago with the technology to bring back the first team.

      Grayson relaxed his shoulders. For the time being, there was nothing he could do but hope Titus indeed got him and Bianca to a safe location where she could recover and rejoin the living.

      Her first shot at life apparently hadn’t gone so well. Grayson made a silent vow to ensure she fared far better at her second shot. In the course of his life, he’d done a lot to help the human race. Right now, one small woman needed him. He could at least keep her safe.

      He knew his boss, General Temple Levenson, was offering relocation packages to anyone who wanted to start a new life with a new name. Perhaps that would be the best plan for Bianca. Anything would be better than waking up to find out that after the horrors of her childhood, she was now on the run from an unknown enemy who apparently intended to hunt her down.

      For now, all Grayson could do was protect this petite woman with his life, and then when she woke up, help her gain enough strength to start over. He could do this. He had to do this.
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      Three and a half weeks later…

      

      Something very heavy was weighing Bianca down. Too many blankets? She couldn’t lift her arms, and her mouth was dry. She tried to lick her lips and found even that was difficult. Her head was pounding too. She’d never been drunk in her life, but she imagined this was what a hangover felt like.

      Maybe she had the flu. She wracked her brain, trying to come up with the last thing she could remember.

      Then her eyes flew open. Her heart was pounding as she glanced around the room. She was in a hospital. Machines were hooked up to her. One of them started beeping.

      Seconds later a man rushed into the room from the hallway. His brows were furrowed as he approached, a smile forming on his lips as he leaned over her.

      Wait, she knew him... She worked with him at the bunker. Grayson Maston. The last time she’d seen him, he’d been very sick. They all had been. Every member of her team had contracted a rare form of anemia. AP12. He didn’t look sick now.

      He set a palm on her forehead and then released her just as quickly to grab something from the table at her side. “Welcome back,” he said. “A few ice chips will help with the dry lips.” He spooned a sliver of ice and held it to her lips.

      The coolness soothed. She coughed to clear her throat, hoping she would be able to speak. “We weren’t preserved?” she asked. Obviously not. The last thing she remembered was receiving a shot that would put her to sleep so she could be preserved. Had someone miraculously found a cure instead?

      No. That made no sense. She’d seen Grayson go into the cryostat days before her. He’d definitely been preserved. Which meant she had been too. Holy shit.

      He smiled. “We were. It’s been ten years.”

      Her eyes bugged out. “Ten years?”

      He set a hand on her shoulder and slid it down to her wrist. “Yep. I know it’s shocking. I nearly choked when I woke up.”

      She glanced down at where he held her wrist and shuddered. It had been a long time since anyone touched her so intimately. Far more than ten years.

      It wasn’t that no one ever made contact with her. They did. She bumped into people in the lab. It was unavoidable. But not like this. Grayson was practically holding her hand.

      She realized she was staring at the way he touched her when he suddenly jerked his hand free. “Sorry. You want some more ice?” he rushed to add.

      She nodded, feeling a flush run up her face. He’d done nothing wrong. She hated making him feel bad about touching her. It wasn’t intentional. It was a knee-jerk reaction she’d always had.

      She watched his face as he fed her a few more ice chips. His brow was furrowed and he swallowed several times. Suddenly, she froze, the last piece of ice running down her chin. He knows. Fuck. He knows. Her worst nightmare had come to life.

      Of course he knows. Everyone probably knows. She glanced around in a panic, wondering how many of her team were awake and when the sympathetic stares would begin. Pity.

      She’d gone to sleep that day believing in her soul she would never wake up again. It wasn’t conceivable to imagine she would ever be revived. Even if someone eventually found a cure for AP12, there had been no procedure to reanimate anyone yet. Apparently things had changed.

      Shit. This was not what she’d wanted.

      Something was different about this room. She didn’t recognize it. “Where are we?”

      “A clinic in southern Colorado. Safe.”

      Safe? What did that mean? Why wouldn’t they be safe?

      “Where is everyone else?”

      “Scattered. Long story.” He reached for her forehead again, set his hand gently on her skin, and then yanked it away when she winced. He straightened to his full height and wiped his palms on his thighs. “You should sleep some more. You’ll be more alert the next time you wake up.”

      For a moment, she stared at him, her heart racing as she read the pity on his face. She closed her eyes to black out his expression. Sleep was a good idea. Maybe she’d never been awake in the first place. If she was lucky, this entire weird episode had been a dream. Or a nightmare. If she was lucky, she’d go back to sleep and never wake up again.

      Because she’d never wanted to see that look on anyone’s face. That was why she never spoke of her childhood to a living soul. It was why she never opened herself up to relationships with men. It was why she kept to herself and didn’t even have close girlfriends.

      Fear of seeing that look had propelled her to remain private for her entire adult life. And now it was here to bite her in the ass, mocking her with some insane level of scientific research that dared to bring her back from the dead to taunt her with horrifying looks of pity from her teammates.

      Yeah, sleep was the best option.

      Death had been her first choice to avoid confrontation, though. She’d been at peace with death when she’d contracted AP12. She’d worked hard and been happy with what she’d accomplished in life. She’d been ready for the end, knowing she’d survived trauma most people were never subjected to in her life and had still managed to make the world a better place.

      She didn’t want to be reanimated if it meant having to go through the nightmare of explaining her childhood to anyone.
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      Grayson ran a hand through his hair while he watched Bianca sleep. She’d looked so peaceful at rest before today. Now, she was restless. Maybe she worried he might have seen her scars.

      He had not. And he would never violate her that way. At least one person had violated her in a horrifying fashion years ago. Grayson would not add himself to that list. From the moment they’d arrived at the clinic almost four weeks ago, Grayson had insisted that her personal care be handled by only one person. Christy. The nurse assigned to her.

      Grayson was familiar with everything Bianca needed while she was in an induced coma, so it had been simple enough to teach Christy the parts he wanted her to handle.

      Not once had Grayson seen an inch of Bianca’s skin other than her arms, neck, and face—the parts anyone would see.

      Bianca had fallen into a fitful sleep after waking up for the first time. He hated the way she mumbled and moaned, thrashing about when she shouldn’t have had the strength to do so.

      It had been six hours, and Grayson was growing anxious when she finally gasped and her eyes popped open. Sweat had built up on her brow. She blinked a few times and then met his gaze. “It’s true, then?”

      “What’s true?” he asked, leaning closer.

      “We’ve been reanimated.”

      “Yes.” He smiled.

      “And where are we?” she asked for a second time.

      “Hiding in the back of a clinic in southern Colorado.”

      “Who’s with us?”

      “No one.” He hoped she didn’t freak out when she heard that.

      Her eyes widened, and she glanced around.

      “No one you know, I mean. No one from the bunker. A really nice nurse named Christy has been taking care of you. I’ve been here the entire time to make sure the machines kept you alive.” He waved in the general direction of the various equipment surrounding her. “I disconnected the last few things while you slept today.”

      She licked her dry lips.

      He reached for the ice and spooned a few slivers into her mouth. “When you’re ready, I’ll help you sit up straighter, and you can drink some water.”

      “What happens next?”

      “Next, we get you stronger with physical therapy. It takes a few weeks. I was able to walk tentatively after a few days, but it took about two weeks before I was stable and stopped feeling disoriented.”

      “How long have you been awake?” she asked.

      “Three months. There are four chambers now, so we were brought back in groups of four after the first few people.”

      “Is everyone okay?”

      “Yes. Well, almost everyone. Everyone survived reanimation, if that’s what you’re asking.”

      She narrowed her gaze at him, and he wished he hadn’t been forced to mention the one member of their team who wasn’t going to survive.

      He sighed. “Dade Menke had a marker for another type of anemia that was triggered when he received the cure for AP12.” Grayson took a long deep breath. He wouldn’t keep information from her. “He isn’t expected to make it.”

      A tear slid from her eye. “Shit.”

      “Yeah.” He reached forward instinctively and wiped the tear off her cheek with his thumb.

      She flinched for a moment and then relaxed, her eyes sliding closed as she tipped her face into his touch. “Thank you.”

      “Of course.”

      After a moment she slowly opened her eyes again. “Did you say we’re hiding?”

      He nodded. It was like this every time another one of them regained consciousness. The explanations. “It’s complicated, but there are people who aren’t pleased with our reanimation.”

      She flinched, her brow furrowing.

      “The bunker has been hounded by religious zealots and the media from the moment the first person was reanimated. But that’s not nearly as disconcerting as the fact that someone on the inside has been selling our information to anyone willing to buy it. A month ago, there was an explosion at the main gate and all of us scattered to safer locations.”

      She slowly nodded. “Who the hell would sell us out?”

      “That’s the million-dollar question.” He eased his hand from her cheek when he suddenly realized he was still touching her. Lowering it to her shoulder, he still maintained contact, needing to for some reason.

      Maybe it was because he’d been alone for so long that he craved connecting with her. Not alone in the literal sense. There were doctors and nurses he spoke with every day. But nothing would compare to interacting with someone from his team. Someone who would understand how he felt. He hadn’t realized until today how starved he was to be able to compare experiences, even with a woman he hadn’t known well ten years ago.

      She swallowed. “Who was the first person revived?”

      “Emily.” He smiled broadly, excited to fill her in on everything she’d missed in the last several months. “And man do I ever have the gossip on everyone. You’re gonna need to take notes to keep up.”

      She smiled in return. “Can’t wait.” But her eyes were heavy again. Not surprising. “Next time I wake up, you can start.” She eased her hand across her body and set it on top of his on her opposite shoulder. “You’ll stay?” she whispered.

      “Of course. Sleep. I’ll be right here.” Emotion welled up inside him as she slid into another slumber. How had he gotten emotional about Bianca? Until today, he hadn’t really known her.

      Except he had. He’d known one important thing about her. The elephant that would hang around in the room until she was ready to discuss it. Was it a coincidence that of all the people Temple could have sent to watch over Bianca, she’d chosen him? Someone who had experience with abuse victims?

      He was beginning to think fate had a hand in pairing the two of them together. He’d felt irrationally protective of Bianca from the moment he’d heard of her scars. Now that she was awake, he felt something new. Something he wasn’t familiar with.

      It wasn’t logical that he would be interested in her. He hadn’t fallen for very many women in his life. He technically didn’t know her. But she was incredibly pretty. He’d had a month to stare at her features and admire her. Her hair was long and thick and soft like silk. It hung in waves around her like a halo. Her nose was small. All of her features were dainty. Even her fingers were narrow. He’d held her hand dozens of times while she slept. Tiny in his own. Soft.

      Now that she was awake, it was odd not to pick up her hand and hold it. But that would be weird. It was odd enough that he’d touched her several times. The last few times she hadn’t flinched as badly.

      He felt protective of her. Perhaps overprotective. In his mind, she needed a savior, someone she could talk to, someone who would understand her past. But he’d made all that up in a series of daydreams. The truth might be far different from his imagination.

      Grayson was way ahead of himself if he thought she would wake up and suddenly be the sort of person he imagined, a woman who would crave the opportunity to lean on him and open up.

      Yeah, he was dreaming. Setting himself up for disappointment.
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        * * *

      

      When Bianca opened her eyes for the third time, she found Grayson sitting in a chair next to her bed, his body leaning forward so that his head rested in the crook of his arm next to her torso on the mattress. He was sound asleep.

      She didn’t move. She was glad for the opportunity to stare at him without him being aware. It had been so long since she’d let her gaze linger on a man. Actually, she had never done so in her adult life. And rarely as a child either.

      She couldn’t explain why she felt like she could trust Grayson. She knew very little about him. But he was here with her. He’d kept her safe for a month. He’d arranged for her to have a nurse. And since she’d been awake, he’d been nothing but kind and friendly.

      Bianca had no experience with kind and friendly. Not from men anyway. Maybe there were thousands of nice men in the world, but she hadn’t given any of them an opportunity to prove that to her.

      Something about Grayson. The way he smiled at her. The way he touched her. She’d never been on the receiving end of any sort of admiration from a man—if admiration was the right
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