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Chapter One
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Holly Reese stepped back from her easel. Turquoise paint streaked her forearm as she studied the canvas. The abstract painting in front of her was a violent storm of color. Jagged midnight black slashed through fields of angry red. Perfect. It was a scream. Her scream. A way to bleed out the frustration of being Benedict Reese's daughter.

Federal Judge Benedict Reese was controlling, powerful, relentless. He was always trying to buy her silence with checks disguised as concern about her bohemian lifestyle. He had sent another one yesterday. She'd torn it up and thrown the pieces in the trash where they belonged. He'd long since stopped leaving her voice mails.

A heavy thud from the apartment next door rattled the walls. The unit had been empty for months, but apparently not anymore. She glanced toward the shared wall, curious. Her building attracted a specific type of tenant—artists, musicians, creative types who couldn't afford anything better.

Another thud. Then another.

Barefoot, she crept to the window, wiping her hands on her paint-stained apron. In the space beside her car sat a black pickup filled with moving boxes.

She wondered what her new neighbor would be like. She had started to turn away when a man emerged from her building and approached the truck. The sight of him made her catch her breath. Broad shoulders stretched a black T-shirt. Muscles filled worn jeans. He moved like every step mattered, like the world might attack him at any second and he was ready for it. When he lifted a heavy box off the back of the truck like it weighed nothing, his arms flexed in ways that made her mouth go dry.

Her fingers curled against the glass as she leaned closer. He wasn't just gorgeous. He was lethal. Everything in his stance screamed predator. He scanned the parking lot before every trip, cataloging threats and exits like a soldier who never stopped training.

Her brain whispered danger.

Her body whispered yes.

Then, as if he could feel her staring, his head snapped up.

She jerked back from the window, her heart hammering. Had he seen her staring? Of course he had. She was practically pressed against the glass like some desperate voyeur.

Holly retreated to her easel, but concentration was impossible now. Every few minutes, she stared at wall she shared with her mysterious neighbor, hyperaware of the sounds of boxes being moved and furniture arranged.

By the time evening fell, she'd accomplished nothing except spreading more paint on herself than the canvas. She was debating whether to call it a night when a sharp knock echoed through her apartment.

Holly froze, paintbrush halfway to the canvas. She wasn't expecting anyone. Her few friends knew better than to show up unannounced, and delivery drivers always buzzed from the front entrance.

Another knock, more insistent this time.

Setting down her brush, she peered through the peephole. Her new neighbor stood in the hallway, and up close he was even more devastating than she'd thought. Square jaw, full lips, and intense eyes that seemed to see too much.

"Can I help you?" she called through the door.

"I'm Jonah Bauer, your new neighbor." His voice was deep, rough around the edges in a way that sent shivers down her spine. "I was hoping I could borrow some sugar."

Her lips parted. Sugar?  He didn’t seem the baking type.

Holly glanced down at herself. Her paint-stained tank top and cutoff shorts had seen better days. Not exactly company-ready attire.

But he tweaked her curiosity. And maybe she was tired of being alone with her thoughts and her father's shadow.

She unlocked the deadbolt and cracked the door open, keeping the chain latch engaged. "What are you making?"

His mouth curved, but his eyes were hungry. She felt his gaze right down to her turquoise painted toenails. "Coffee.”

“At this hour?”

“I'm a night owl, and I didn't realize I was out until I tried to make some."

"Coffee doesn't need sugar."

"Mine does."

There was a challenge in his tone, like he was daring her to call him on the transparent excuse. Holly responded to that challenge, her curiosity overriding her caution. She closed the door, slipped the chain, and opened it fully. He filled her doorway, six-foot-something of hard male muscle, broad enough to block the hall light. He was too close, too big, too much—and she couldn't move.

"Sugar," she managed. "I think I’ve got some around here somewhere."

She turned toward the kitchen. Behind her, the door clicked shut. Her heart jumped at the sound.

"Nice place," Jonah said, his tone flat, assessing. "So you're an artist."

She looked back. He wasn't admiring her messy canvas. He was cataloging, memorizing, as if her entire life was under his inspection.

"What gave it away? The paint everywhere or the giant canvas in my living room?"

"The paint stains on your clothes." 

She flushed as his gaze cut through her. “Oh yeah, that.” When she stretched for the sugar on the top shelf, her tank top lifted almost to her bra.

His sharp inhale echoed in the room. When she glanced back, Jonah's jaw was tight, his hands clenched at his sides like he was fighting some internal battle. The air between them was suddenly charged, electric with possibility.

"Here." Holly held out the sugar container, but when he reached for it, their fingers brushed. The contact sent sparks racing up her arm.

Neither of them moved to break the connection.

"Thank you, Holly." 

"How do you know my name?"

"From the mailboxes downstairs," he said. "Holly Reese. Pretty name for a pretty woman."

The compliment should have felt routine, something a man like him probably said to women all the time. But there was nothing smooth about it. He was being honest, and it sent tingles through her. This was interesting territory, the kind that led to poor decisions and morning-after regrets. She should step back, create some distance, remind herself that gorgeous strangers were nothing but trouble.

Instead, she backed up and he stepped closer.

"So, you think I’m pretty do you?"

Jonah's free hand came up to cup her cheek, his thumb tracing the line of her cheekbone. His touch was gentle, but she could feel the leashed strength in his fingers, the way he held himself back like he was afraid of breaking her.

"No, I was wrong."

She frowned at him.

"You're beautiful," he corrected, his voice barely above a whisper. "Absolutely beautiful."

His gaze swallowed her whole. Drowning her. Possessing her. Her body shivered. Her thighs clenched. She was seconds from throwing herself at him.

The sugar container slipped from both their hands, hitting the kitchen floor with a soft thud that scattered white granules across the tiles. Neither of them looked down.

"Jonah—"

Whatever she'd been about to say was lost as his thumb brushed across her lower lip. The simple touch sent electricity racing through her entire body, and she heard her own sharp inhale echo in the kitchen.

"I should go," he said, but he made no move to step away. If anything, he moved closer, until she could feel the heat radiating from his body.

"Should you?"

Her question hung in the air between them, loaded with invitation and challenge. For one terrifying, thrilling second, she thought he would kiss her.

God, she wanted him to.

And then, he tore himself back. The loss of his touch left her feeling cold and bereft.

"I should definitely go." His voice was hoarse, raw with need. "Thank you for the sugar."

He was already moving toward the door, his retreat so sudden it left Holly reeling. "But the sugar's all over my floor."

"I'll buy my own." Jonah paused at her front door, his hand on the knob. When he looked back at her, the hunger in his gaze was unmistakable. "Sweet dreams, Holly."

The door closed behind him with a soft click, leaving her alone in her kitchen with scattered sugar and a body humming with unsatisfied desire. She sagged against the counter. What the hell had just happened? Ten minutes. That's all it had taken. Ten minutes, and she was ruined.

She'd spent her whole adult life proving she was independent, untouchable, unbought. And now one neighbor with a voice like gravel and eyes like sin had torn down every wall she'd built.

As she knelt to clean up the spilled sugar, she caught herself listening. Straining for sounds from next door. Was he really making coffee? Or had the sugar just been an excuse to get inside, to get closer to her? And if it was—what did he really want?

The questions followed her to bed. She lay on her back, staring at the ceiling, the ache between her thighs impossible to ignore. She'd never reacted like this to anyone—never so fast, never so intense. The smart thing would be to stay away, to keep her distance.

But Holly had never been accused of being smart when it came to men.

Through the thin wall, she heard footsteps. Slow. Heavy. Pacing.

Like Jonah couldn't sleep either.

She smiled in the dark, her mind already filled with thoughts of him and his sexy grin that promised things she wasn't sure she was ready to surrender to.
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Chapter Two
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Holly's brush hovered over the canvas. She was trying to figure out how best to finish her painting. She'd been up since dawn, unable to sleep after the charged encounter with Jonah. Her body still throbbed with unfulfilled desire, and painting was the only thing that quieted her racing thoughts.

A soft scrape of paper sliding under her door made her frown. Setting down her brush, she moved toward the white envelope on the floor. Her name was written across the front in block letters that made her skin crawl. Creepy.

She stared at it, memories of her father's cases flooding back. Anonymous letters never meant anything good in Judge Reese's world. She'd heard the stories—threats, bribes, attempts at intimidation. But that was supposed to be his problem, not hers. She'd cut ties specifically to avoid this.

Holly's hand trembled as she reached for the envelope. Part of her wanted to leave it there, pretend she hadn't seen it, go back to her painting where the only violence was the slash of color across canvas. But ignoring threats didn't make them disappear.

She tore it open and pulled out a single sheet of paper.

You can't hide from your father's sins forever.

The words were cut from magazines and pasted onto plain white paper like something out of a bad movie. Holly read it again, hoping she'd misunderstood, but the message was crystal clear.

"Shit." 

She lunged for her door, yanking it open and stumbling into the hallway. Empty. The corridor stretched in both directions with no sign of movement, no sound of retreating footsteps, nothing but the hum of the building's ancient ventilation system.

Holly stepped into the hallway, the letter clutched in her hand. The elevator was dark and silent. The stairwell door hadn't closed. She would have heard the heavy fire door slam. Whoever had delivered this had either left fast and quiet or was still in the building. Maybe watching her from the peephole behind one of the other apartment doors.

She backed into her apartment and locked the deadbolt, then engaged the chain for good measure. Her hands were shaking now, adrenaline finally catching up with shock. Holly sank against the door, staring at the letter crumpled in her hand.

This was one reason why she'd cut ties with her father three years ago. His enemies had a way of becoming everyone else's problem, and she'd refused to spend her life looking over her shoulder.

So much for that plan.

Holly forced herself to breathe, to think rationally. It could be nothing. Some crackpot who'd read about Judge Reese in the papers decided to harass his family. It happened sometimes. Usually, it amounted to nothing more than empty threats from keyboard warriors with too much time on their hands.

But this felt different. The fact that they knew where she lived, that they could get close enough to slide it under her door without her hearing them approach made her feel more threatened than she liked. Picking up her phone, she was going to call the police. File a report. But what would she tell them? That someone left her a note? They'd tell her the same thing she was already telling herself. It would probably amount to nothing, keep an eye out, and call if it anything escalates. She'd seen enough of her father's world to know that law enforcement couldn't do much about vague threats.

A knock at her door made her jump and she cursed.

She crept to the peephole and an unexpected flood of relief when she saw Jonah standing in the hallway, holding two steaming cups of coffee. She was wearing an oversized sleep shirt that barely covered her thighs. And with her paint-stained hands, and hair that probably looked like she'd been electrocuted, she was a sight to behold. But right now, seeing him at her door made her feel safer than she'd felt since finding that envelope.

She cracked the door open, keeping the chain engaged. "Let me guess. You ran out of cream this time?"

He held up one of the coffee cups. "Peace offering. I felt bad about leaving you to clean up the sugar mess last night."

Holly hesitated. She should probably mention the threatening letter, but she held back. Years of being Judge Reese's daughter had taught her to be careful about who she trusted with family business. And the chemistry crackling between them didn't change the fact that Jonah was still essentially a stranger.

"I should probably get dressed first," she said, though she made no move to close the door.

Jonah's gaze dropped briefly to her bare legs before snapping back to her face. "Probably," he agreed.

Holly leaned closer to the door frame. Every rational thought screamed at her to step back. There was something magnetic about him. It made her want to throw caution to the wind and see what happened.

"Give me five minutes," she said.

"I'll be here."

Holly closed the door and leaned against it. What was wrong with her? She'd known the man for less than twenty-four hours, and she was already inviting him into her morning routine like they were... what? Dating? Friends with benefits?

She didn't do casual hookups with neighbors. Hell, she didn't do casual hookups, period. Her last relationship had ended eight months ago when she'd caught her ex going through her phone, looking for proof that she really wasn’t in contact with her father. Apparently dating a federal judge's daughter came with perks some people were willing to exploit.

Holly threw on jeans and a fitted t-shirt, ran a brush through her hair, and stuffed the threatening letter into her back pocket before opening the door again. Jonah was leaning against the opposite wall, looking perfectly at ease.

"Better?" she asked, accepting the coffee he offered.

He did a slow sweep of her body that left her feeling scorched. "Debatable."

Holly nearly choked on her first sip of coffee. "Smooth talker, aren't you?"

"Not usually." The admission surprised them both, and Jonah became more guarded. "You bring out the worst in me, apparently."

"Is that what this is? Your worst?"

"Trust me, you don't want to see my worst."

He’s flirty tone sent shivers down her spine—recognition that she was playing with fire. Holly made a decision.  She had to tell someone about the letter.  “Come on in.  I want to show you something.”

“Oh really?”

She pulled out the letter from her back pocket and handed it to him. "Someone slipped this under my door this morning."

He read it, scowling.

"You didn’t see anyone in the hallway this morning did you?” she asked.

"No." He looked up from the letter, his gaze moving past her into the apartment as if checking for other threats. "Did you hear anything? Footsteps, the elevator, a door closing?"

"Nothing. That's what's so creepy about it." Holly took a sip of her coffee. It was good. Black, no sugar. Just how she liked it. "I checked the hallway immediately, but it was like they just vanished."

Jonah went back to the letter, and she saw his expression shift.

"What?" she asked.

"This took time." He held up the paper. "Someone cut these letters out, arranged them, glued them down. There are easier ways to send a note.”

“Maybe they didn’t have my email or phone number.”

“Your apartment is less commonly known, I’d imagine.”

“I tried to keep it that way.”

“Are you going to tell your father about this?” he asked.

“Why? What’s he going to do, aside from freak out.”

“He may be able to tell you what cases he’s been working on.”

She was mid sip when his words registered. “Cases?”

"Judge Benedict Reese has been in the news plenty of times. And Reese isn't the most common last name."

It was a reasonable explanation, but his tone set off alarm bells. "Most people don't immediately connect me to him. I've worked pretty hard to keep my distance from his world."

"Maybe you haven't worked hard enough."

The words hung in the air between them, loaded with implications Holly didn't like. She took a step back, suddenly very aware that she was alone with a man she knew nothing about.

"I should probably call the police," she said, more to gauge his reaction than because she actually intended to.

“You should definitely report this.  Get it on record.”

Well that was a relief.

"Give them a call.”

“I think I’d rather go down to the police station.  I think getting out of the apartment and out in the fresh air will do me a world of good.”

He shrugged. “Sure. Grab your purse and I’ll walk you to your car, just to be safe."

Holly wanted to argue that she could take care of herself, but the idea of being in the parking garage alone wasn’t too appealing.

"Thanks," she said, gathering up her things. 

When they got to the garage however, her Honda Civic sat in its usual spot, but something was wrong. It took her a moment to process what she was seeing.

Every single tire had been slashed.

"Holy shit." Holly gasped. The sight of her car—her reliable, practical little car that had never hurt anyone—sitting there violated and destroyed really pissed her off.

Jonah was beside her in an instant, his hand on her lower back as he scanned the parking garage like he expected whoever had done this to still be lurking in the shadows.

"Don't touch anything," he said, his voice sharp with authority. "We need to call the police now."

"I can't afford this." Holly's voice broke. She'd been saving for months to build up an emergency fund, but car repairs weren't in the budget. "Insurance will probably cover it, but my rates are going to skyrocket."

"Hey." Jonah turned her to look at him. "Don’t worry about that right now. Have you noticed anyone following you? Anyone who seemed out of place hanging around the building?"

The gentle way he touched her warred with the hardness in his voice, leaving Holly feeling off-balance. "No. I don't think so. I mean, I'm not exactly paranoid about that stuff."

"Maybe you should be."

Jonah pulled out his phone and called the police. Holly listened as he reported the vandalism and the threatening note she received this morning.  She should have done that, but she was still shaking with rage and probably fear.

"They'll be here in twenty minutes," he said after hanging up. "Why don't we wait upstairs until they get here?"

Holly nodded, suddenly feeling very small and very alone. Jonah's presence beside her was solid, reassuring. As they walked back toward the building, she moved closer to him, drawn to the strength he radiated.

"I've spent three years trying to get away from my father. I changed my phone number, moved across the city, and stopped calling him and taking his calls. And still something like this happened."

"Holly—"

"No, you were right. I obviously haven't worked hard enough to distance myself." She laughed bitterly. "Maybe I should just call him, let him handle this the way he handles everything else. With lawyers and threats and the full weight of the federal court system."

"Is that what you want?"

The question stopped her short. "What do you mean?"

"Do you want to go running back to daddy the first time things get scary?”

"No. Hell no. I've worked too hard to get away from him."

"I can help.”

"Why?" she asked. "Why do you care what happens to me? You barely know me."

Jonah was silent for a long moment, and Holly could practically see him weighing his words. "Because someone should. Because you're brave and stubborn and beautiful, and you deserve better than spending your life looking over your shoulder." He paused, his hand finding hers. "And because I have a feeling whoever's doing this isn't going to stop with tire slashing."

Holly's breath caught at the contact, at the way his thumb traced circles on her palm. Even in the middle of her personal crisis, her body responded to him with a willingness that should have embarrassed her.

"You think it's going to get worse?"

"I think you need to be careful. Very careful."

“What makes you say that?”

He looked conflicted, like he was battling with himself over something important. Then his phone rang, and the moment shattered.

"I should take this," he said, already stepping away from her. "It's work."

He walked a few feet away, speaking in low tones she couldn't make out. But she caught enough to know he was military—or had been. The way he stood, the clipped professionalism in his voice, the automatic deference when he said "Yes, sir."

When he returned, he shook his head in apology. "I have to go. Work emergency."

"Yeah, of course you do." Holly tried to keep the disappointment out of her voice. "I can handle this.  The police are on their way, right?  I’ll keep the door locked until they get here.”

"I'll stay until they arrive," Jonah said. "But after that, I want you to promise me something."

"What?"

"Don't go anywhere alone. Not until we know what we're dealing with."

Holly bristled at the command in his voice. "I'm not going to become a prisoner because some psycho wants to get to me through my father."

"That’s exactly why you should always be with someone.”

There was no one.  But she didn’t want to tell him that. Her father had done a hell of a job making sure no one wanted to get close to her.  And even with the distance of three years, she hadn’t gotten the hang of trusting any new friends or acquaintances. “I appreciate the concern, really. But I'll be fine.  I took self-defense classes and I’ll start carrying my pepper spray and some other nasty surprises."

"You don’t have to do this alone."

“Yeah, I do.”

“I’ll be back soon.  Can you at least stay put until I get back?”

She hadn’t been planning on going out today before all of this happened.  “I suppose.”

“We can go out for lunch. How does pizza sound?”

“Like a bribe.”

“It is.”

“Can I pick the toppings?”

“Sure,” he said, giving in with a smile.

She smiled back.  “And a cannoli for dessert?”

“You like to push your luck, don’t you?”

"All the time." She smiled back at him. "Is that a problem?"

"Lady, you have no idea."

The way he said it, rough and low like a promise, sent heat spiraling through her body. For a moment, the vandalized car and threatening letter faded into background noise, overwhelmed by the chemistry brewing between them.
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The police interview took two hours and left Holly feeling like she'd been put through a blender. Detective Siegman had asked the same questions in three different ways, clearly fishing for some connection between Holly and her father that might explain the threats. By the time he left with copies of the letter and photos of her vandalized car, Holly's nerves were frayed, and her patience was gone.

"That was fun," she muttered, closing her apartment door behind the last officer. "Nothing like being treated like a potential criminal to really brighten your day."

Jonah had come back from his work emergency at the end.  He looked up from where he was examining her front door lock. "They were just being thorough."

"They were being assholes." Holly slumped against the door, suddenly exhausted. "Did you hear Siegman asking if I'd been in contact with any of my father's defendants? Like I'm stupid enough to hang out with convicted felons in my spare time."

"He's covering all the bases. It's what good cops do."

Holly studied Jonah's profile as he continued his inspection of her lock. "You seem to know a lot about what good cops do. Almost like you've worked with them before."

His hands stilled for just a moment. "I watch a lot of TV."

"Right." Holly pushed off from the door, her irritation flaring. "I'm pissed off." 

“You have a right to be.”

Holly crossed her arms. "My car is destroyed, and someone's threatening me because of my father's job. It’s not fucking fair."

Before Jonah could answer, the power in her apartment went out.

It was only three in the afternoon, but the blinking microwave clock and the sudden silence of her refrigerator's hum was unnerving.

"Holly." Jonah's voice was sharp, urgent. "Get away from the door. Now."

Before she could ask why, she heard the metallic scrape of her front door lock being manipulated. Someone was picking it.

Holly's blood ran cold. She backed away from the door as Jonah moved swiftly across her apartment, positioning himself in the kitchen doorway where he'd have a clear angle on the entrance.

"Bedroom. Under the bed," he whispered. "Don't come out until I tell you."

Holly's instinct was to argue, but the absolute authority in his voice made her move. She'd barely made it to her bedroom when she heard her front door crash open.

"I know you're in here, sweetheart." The voice was rough, unfamiliar, with an accent that sounded fresh out of a bad cold war spy movie. "Daddy's little girl thinks she can hide from us."

What the hell was her father up against now that goons had been sent to her apartment?

Holly couldn't see the fight from her position, but she heard the impact of bodies, a grunt of surprise, and a heavy body hitting her floor. It was over in seconds.

"You can come out," Jonah said.

Holly stared at the unconscious form sprawled across her living room floor, his hands and feet zip tied. Her mind struggled to process what just happened. Jonah stood over the intruder, breathing hard but apparently uninjured, looking like a warrior who'd just dispatched a particularly troublesome enemy.

"Holy shit," she said.

Jonah's head snapped toward her, and even in the dim light filtering through her windows, she could see the predatory alertness in his posture. For a moment, she wasn't sure if she should be more afraid of the unconscious man or of Jonah himself.

"Are you hurt?" 

"No, I'm—" Holly's words cracked. "What the hell just happened? Who are you?"

Jonah moved toward her slowly, like he was approaching a skittish animal. "We need to call the police back. And then we need to get you somewhere safe. They were waiting for the police to leave before coming in. They were hoping to catch you by surprise attacking so soon."

"Answer my question." Holly's shock was rapidly giving way to anger. 

Jonah stopped a few feet away from her, close enough that she could see the conflict warring in his eyes. "Holly—"

"The truth, Jonah. Or I call the police myself and tell them my neighbor with the convenient combat training might be working with whoever's threatening me?"

The accusation hung in the air between them, and Holly saw the moment it hit home. "You think I'm working with them?"

"I think you showed up in my life exactly when someone started threatening me, and I think you know a lot more about what's happening than you're letting on."

Jonah stared at her for a long moment. When he finally spoke, his words filled with regret. "You're right. I'm not who I claim to be."

Holly felt a strange sense of relief. At least now they were getting somewhere. "So who are you?"

"I'm someone who's been hired to keep you alive."

Holly's world tilted sideways. "Hired by who?" 

"I think you already know the answer to that."

"My father hired you to spy on me."

"To protect you," Jonah corrected. "There's a difference."

"Is there?" Holly's anger was building now, fed by years of her father's manipulation and control. "Did he tell you to seduce me too? Was last night part of the job?"

"Don't."

"Don't what? Don't ask if you were planning to fuck me as part of your surveillance?"

Jonah moved so fast Holly didn't have time to react. One moment she was standing by her front door, the next she was pressed against it with Jonah's body caging her in and his hands braced on either side of her head.

"Nothing about last night was part of the job," he said. "Nothing about the way I want you has anything to do with your father or his money or my assignment."

Even in the midst of her anger and confusion, her body responded to his proximity with a hunger that should have embarrassed her.

"How am I supposed to believe that?"

"Because if this was just a job, I would have kept my distance. I would have done my job and stayed the hell away from you instead of spending every waking moment fighting the urge to touch you."

Holly could feel the tension radiating from his body, could see the way his control was hanging by a thread.

“Do you have any idea what you do to me?”

Holly's heartbeat thundered against her throat as she stared up at him. Every rational thought in her head screamed that she should push him away, that she couldn't trust him, that everything between them was built on lies.

But the way he looked at her made her forget every reason why this was a bad idea.

"Show me," she whispered.

Jonah's control snapped.

His mouth crashed down on hers with a hunger that set her blood on fire. This wasn't the gentle, exploring kiss she might have expected. This was possession, pure and simple. His tongue swept into her mouth like he was claiming territory, and Holly moaned at the taste of him.

She pulled him nearer even as her rational mind screamed that this was insane. She was kissing a man who'd been lying to her from the moment they met, a man who'd been hired by her father to watch her every move. She should be furious, should be demanding answers, should be—

Jonah's teeth scraped against her lower lip, and Holly's thoughts scattered like leaves in a hurricane. His hands moved to her waist, sliding under her shirt to touch bare skin, and she arched against him with a desperation that shocked her.

"I've wanted to do this since the moment I saw you," he groaned against her mouth.

"This is crazy," she whispered.

"Completely insane," he agreed, his thumb tracing the line of her jaw. "I should walk away. I should do my job and keep my hands off you."

"But you're not going to."

"Not a chance in hell."

Jonah kissed her again, and this time Holly met him with equal hunger. She nipped at his lower lip, smiled when he growled low in his throat, gasped when his hands tightened on her waist hard enough to leave marks.

She could feel his arousal pressed against her, could feel the way his control was unraveling with every touch, every kiss, every small sound she made. Holly had never felt so wanted, so desired, so absolutely necessary to another person's existence.

His mouth moved to her throat, finding that sensitive spot just below her ear that made her whimper. Holly's head fell back, her hands sliding up to tangle in his hair.

"This is such a bad idea," Jonah murmured against her skin, his tone rough with need. “But I can’t help myself.”

"Funny," Holly managed to gasp as he nibbled her neck. "I was thinking the same thing about you."

Then a groan from across the room reminded them both that she had an intruder incapacitated in her house.

Jonah stepped back so abruptly Holly nearly stumbled. But she could see the effort it cost him, could see the way his hands shook slightly as he ran them through his hair.

"We need to get the police back here," he said.

Holly stared at him, her mind reeling from everything that had just happened. 

"Yeah.” She sighed.  And she needed to keep Jonah at arms’ length.
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The second police interview was shorter but no less frustrating. Detective Siegman took one look at the intruder and immediately started making calls to federal agencies. Within an hour, he had been taken into custody Holly had been "strongly encouraged" to find somewhere else to stay.

"I don’t even know where to go," Holly muttered as she threw clothes into an overnight bag. 

The police had barely left when her phone rang. 

"It's my father."

"You should answer it."

Her father would want explanations, would demand that she come home where he could protect her properly. He'd use this threat as leverage to pull her back into his world, back under his control. But she also knew that ignoring him wasn't an option anymore. Not when people were breaking into her apartment and slashing her tires.

"What are you involved in now?" she answered, proud that her tone came out steady.

“Are you hurt?” 

Holly's gaze snapped to Jonah, who had the grace to look slightly guilty. "I’m fine.  Thanks to the bodyguard you hired."

"I need you to listen to me very carefully. You're in serious danger. I'm sending a car to bring you home."

"No." The word came out harder than Holly had intended. "You remember how well me living at home worked out last time.”

"Forget about that.  That doesn’t matter right now.  This is about the Popov case, and these people don't make idle threats."

Holly blinked in shock. "The Anatoli Popov trial? The arms dealer?"

She'd been avoiding news about her father for years, but that case was impossible to miss. Anatoli Popov ran an international weapons trafficking operation that had supplied guns to criminal organizations across three continents. The trial had been going on for months, and her father was the presiding judge. Why were they making a move now?

"The prosecution is pushing for life without parole. Popov's sons have been trying to find leverage to influence the outcome."

"Leverage." Holly's stomach dropped into her shoes. "You mean me."

“I had thought our estrangement would have kept you off their radar, but I wasn’t completely sure.  That’s why Jonah has been watching you.”

“Yeah, that was a shitty thing to do without telling me.”

“Had you taken my calls, you would have known.”

“Don’t put this on me.”

“I’m not.” Her father sighed. “I don’t want to fight.  I want you to come home.”

If the case wasn’t so notorious and if she hadn’t heard a Russian accent in her intruder’s voice, she might have thought this was one of her father’s elaborate schemes to get her back under his thumb.

"I don’t want to live with you," Holly said, even as her words shook slightly. She had barely escaped from him last time. She’d take her chances with the Russians. She hung up.

The silence in her apartment was deafening. Jonah was staring at her like she'd lost her mind.

"That was remarkably stupid," he said finally.

"Probably." Holly shrugged, surprised by how calm she felt. "But I'm sure as hell not going to let my father use this as an excuse to control me again."

"He's trying to keep you alive."

"He's trying to keep me dependent on him. There's a difference."

"What are you going to do?"

“My father hired you to protect me, right?”

He nodded.

“I guess he’s going to get his money worth, isn’t he?”

“I was afraid you were going to say that. I can protect you better in that walled fortress, he calls a home.”

"Over my dead body."

"That might be the alternative."

Holly shot him a glare that could have melted steel. "Whose side are you on here?"

"Yours," he said. 

"Then stop trying to ship me off to my father."

"I'm trying to keep you alive."

"And I'm trying to keep my sanity and hard won independence.” Holly zipped up her bag with more force than necessary.  “There has to be a middle ground."

"You could stay with me."

Holly's hands stilled on her bag. "What?"

"My apartment. It's next door, so you don’t have to uproot your entire life.  It’s fortified, and I can keep you safe."

The offer sent a thrill through her that she had no business feeling. Staying with Jonah would be dangerous in ways that had nothing to do with armed intruders. But the alternative was either her father's house or a hotel room where she'd spend every night jumping at shadows.

"For how long?”

“Until this trial is over.”

“How long will that be?” she said.

“As long as it takes.”

She sighed.  It was better than living at her father’s house.

“Okay.”

***
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JONAH'S APARTMENT WAS a study in contradictions. Spartan and functional, but with expensive details that suggested either excellent taste or a very generous employer. The furniture was minimal but high-quality, the kitchen was spotless but clearly well-used, and the living room contained very few personal items. There was a chess set, a framed photo of a military unit, and a stack of books that ranged from tactical manuals to poetry.

"Poetry?" Holly picked up a worn copy of Neruda and raised an eyebrow. "You're just full of surprises, aren't you?"

Jonah looked slightly embarrassed. "Helps me sleep."

"Pablo Neruda helps you sleep? Most people would find love poetry stimulating rather than sedating."

"Ode to My Socks appeals to me."

Opening up the book, she flipped through it.  “I like his love sonnets.”

“Don’t read them aloud.”

“Why?”

“Because I won’t be able to stop myself from kissing you.”

The quiet admission hung in the air between them, loaded with implications Holly wasn't sure she was ready to explore. She set the book down carefully and turned to find Jonah watching her with an intensity that made her pulse flutter.

"Are you hungry?" he asked, though his tone suggested food was the last thing on his mind.

"Starving," Holly said, though she wasn't entirely sure they were talking about dinner anymore.

Jonah moved toward the kitchen with that predatory saunter that she was becoming addicted to watching. "I make a mean pasta carbonara."

"Of course you do. Mysterious bodyguard by day, gourmet chef by night."

"I'm a man of many talents."

The promise in his voice sent Holly’s hormones into overdrive. She followed him into the kitchen, hyperaware of the way his muscles moved beneath his shirt as he pulled ingredients from the refrigerator. 

"So what's your story?" she asked, settling onto one of the bar stools across from where he was working. "Military, obviously."

Jonah paused what he was doing. "What makes you say that?"

"My father hires only the best.  Besides, you took care of my intruder like someone who's been trained to kill people with your bare hands."

"I prefer not to kill people if I can avoid it, bare hands or not."

She had been joking, but he obviously wasn’t.  She couldn’t stop herself from asking, "But you could if you had to?"

"Yes."

That was unsettling. "How many people have you killed?"

Jonah's hands went completely still on the whisk. For a long moment, he didn't answer, and Holly thought he might refuse to. "Enough that I stopped counting."

"Does it bother you? Killing people?"

"Every single one. I’m not a psychopath. The day it stops bothering me is the day I'll know I've lost my soul completely."

Holly absorbed this, trying to reconcile the gentle man who'd brought her coffee with the trained killer standing in front of her. "How did you end up working for my father?"

"I got out two years ago. Honorable discharge, full pension, the whole nine yards. But I didn't know how to..." He gestured vaguely. "How to be normal. How to live in a world where the biggest crisis is whether your coffee order is right."

Holly waited, sensing there was more.

"Your father's people found me in a bar in Virginia. I'd been there for three days straight, trying to drink myself into forgetting what I'd done overseas." Jonah's laugh was bitter. "They offered me a job that would let me use my skills for something other than destroying lives."

"Like babysitting me?"

"Protecting people who need protection." Jonah finally looked at her, and the pain in his gaze made her chest ache. "I wanted to think I could be more than just a weapon someone else pointed at their enemies."

Holly slipped off the bar stool and moved around the counter. She stopped close enough to touch him but not quite daring to. "You are more than that."

"Why are you being so nice to me? All I've done is lie to you from the moment we met."

"You were doing your job."

"No." Jonah turned to face her fully. "My job was to watch you from a distance. Report on your activities, your contacts, any potential threats. What I did was manipulate my way into your life because I wanted to be close to you."

"What are you saying?"

"I'm saying that the moment I saw you through your window, covered in paint and completely lost in your art, I knew I was in trouble." Jonah's hands clenched at his sides. "I'm saying that everything I've done since then has been about wanting you, not protecting you. I've made a lot of choices I'm not proud of, but I'm trying to do better."

Before Holly could respond, Jonah's phone rang. He glanced at the screen and went rigid. "I have to take this." He stepped out onto the balcony, and Holly could hear fragments of the conversation through the glass door. Sharp, clipped sentences that made her blood run cold even though she couldn't make out all the words.

When Jonah returned, his face was grim.

"What's wrong?" Holly asked, though she wasn't sure she wanted to know.

"There was a shooting at your father's courthouse twenty minutes ago. A security guard was hit in the parking garage."

She staggered backward until her hip hit the counter, her mind struggling to process what he'd said. "Is my father—"

"He's fine. He wasn't the target. The guard patrolling near his car was. They think it was a warning." Jonah's jaw tightened. "But it means they're escalating. Going after you wasn't enough to get his attention, so now they're making moves on him directly."

Holly’s stomach lurched. "Is the security guard okay?"

"He’s in critical condition. They hit him in the chest."

Holly sank onto the bar stool. An innocent man was fighting for his life because her father had made powerful enemies. The same enemies who'd slashed her tires, broken into her apartment, and wouldn't stop until they got what they wanted. Wrapping her arms around herself, she tried to stop the trembling that had started in her hands and was spreading through her entire body. "They’re pulling out all stops.” 

Jonah moved toward her, his hands hovering over her shoulders like he wanted to touch her but wasn't sure if he should. "You're safe."

"Am I?" Holly looked up at him, seeing her own fear reflected in his gaze. "Because it sounds like these people aren't going to stop until they succeed."

"They won't get another chance."

"How can you promise that?"

"Because I'm not letting you out of my sight until this is over."

The possessive edge in his tone sent a shiver through Holly that had nothing to do with fear. Even in the midst of her terror, her body responded to the promise in his words.

"Why do you care so much?" The words came out quieter than she'd intended. "This is just a job for you, right? My father's paying you to keep me alive. So why do you look like the thought of me getting hurt is tearing you apart?"

Jonah's response was immediate and fierce. "This stopped being just a job the moment I realized I'd rather die than let anything happen to you."

Holly stared at him, seeing the truth of it written across his features. 

"I know this is insane," he continued, his voice rough with emotion. "I know I should walk away, should hand you off to someone who can stay objective." His hands finally made contact, framing her face with reverent gentleness. "But I can't. The thought of losing you makes me want to burn the world down."

"Can you kiss me?" she asked, needing to feel his mouth on her, needing to rid herself of this cold terror with his all-encompassing heat.

His mouth crashed down on hers with a hunger that stole her breath and set her entire body on fire. This was claiming, pure and simple. His tongue swept into her mouth like he was marking territory, and Holly moaned at the taste of him, dark and addictive and absolutely necessary.

Pulling him nearer until there was no space left between them, she could feel every hard plane of his body pressed against her softness, could feel the evidence of his arousal against her belly.

""You have no idea what you do to me."

Holly nipped at his lower lip, smiled when he growled low in his throat. "Show me."

Jonah's hands moved to her waist, lifting her onto the counter like she weighed nothing. The position put them at eye level, and Holly could see the war between desire and conscience playing out across his features.

"This is going too fast," he said, even as his hands slid under her shirt to touch bare skin.

"Probably." Holly arched into his touch. "Do you care?"

"Not even a little."

His mouth found the sensitive spot just below her ear, and Holly's head fell back with a gasp. Every touch sent electricity racing through her system, every kiss made her ache for more.

"Bedroom," she managed to gasp.

"Are you sure?"

Holly could see the question behind the question. Was she sure she wanted this with him? Was she sure she could handle whatever came after? Was she sure she was ready for everything he represented?

The smart answer was probably no to all of the above. But Holly realized she was past the point of caring about smart decisions.

"I'm sure," she said, and meant it.

Jonah carried her toward his bedroom, his mouth never leaving hers. Holly had a vague impression of dark furniture and clean lines before he set her down beside his bed and stepped back.

"Last chance to change your mind," he said, his tone rough with need.

Instead of answering with words, Holly reached for the hem of her shirt and pulled it over her head.

Jonah's gaze raked over her exposed skin with an look that made her feel like she was burning from the inside out.

"Beautiful," he murmured, stepping toward her. "So damn beautiful."

His hands moved to the clasp of her bra, his fingers surprisingly gentle for someone capable of such violence. When the silk fell away, Holly heard him curse reverently under his breath.

"My turn," she said, reaching for his shirt.

Jonah caught her hands, stilling them against his chest. "Once we do this, I'm not letting you go. Job or no job, your father's approval or not. If you give yourself to me, you're mine."

The possessive declaration should have sent her running. Instead, it sent warmth pulsing between her thighs.

"Promise?" she said.

His shirt hit the floor, followed by the rest of his clothes. His broad shoulders tapered to a lean waist. Every muscle was defined and his torso was scarred with stories of violence. His cock was thick and hard, straining toward her with an urgency that made every fiber of her being clench with want.

"Fuck, you're perfect," he growled, his hands making quick work of her remaining clothes.

When the last barrier fell away, Jonah's gaze blazed as it devoured every inch of her naked body. "I've been fantasizing about this since the moment I saw you. About how you'd look spread out beneath me, begging for my cock."

"Then stop talking and show me."

Jonah's mouth crashed down on hers as his hands roamed her body with possessive hunger. His fingers stroked her nipples, rolling and pinching until she was arching against him with desperate little cries. When his mouth followed the path of his hands, sucking one peaked nipple between his lips while his fingers tormented the other, Holly thought she might die from the pleasure.

His hand slid between her thighs, and Holly cried out as his fingers plunged inside her where she was slick and ready for him. "Soaked," he said with satisfaction, his thumb circling her clit with maddening pressure. "You’re dripping for me."

"Please," she gasped, her hips bucking against his hand. "I need—"

"What do you need, baby?" His fingers slipped inside her. "Tell me what you want."

"You," Holly panted. "I want you inside me. Now."

Jonah's gaze went nearly black with lust. "Say it again. Tell me exactly what you want."

Holly's face burned, but the desperate ache between her legs overrode her embarrassment. "I want your cock inside me. I want you to fuck me until I can't remember my own name."

"Keep talking like that and this will be over before it starts," Jonah groaned. 

"Condom?" she asked.

"Don't have one."

Holly bit her lip. "I'm on birth control. Clean test results from six months ago."

"Same. Well, three months ago." Jonah's hips thrust into her grip. "But Holly, if you want me to stop—"

"Don't you dare stop."

“I was hoping you’d say that.” He positioned himself at her entrance, the broad head of his cock pressing against her slick opening. "You sure about this? Once I'm inside you, there's no going back."

"I'm sure," Holly whispered, wrapping her legs around his waist. "Make me yours."

Jonah pushed forward slowly, stretching her inch by agonizing inch until he was buried to the hilt. Holly gasped at the fullness, at the way he filled her so completely she could barely breathe.

"Fuck, you're tight," he gritted out, his muscles straining with the effort to stay still. "So goddamn perfect around my cock."

Holly rolled her hips experimentally, moaning at the friction. "Move. Please, Jonah, I need you to move."

He pulled back until only the tip remained inside her, then slammed forward with enough force to make her see stars. Holly cried out, her nails digging into his shoulders as pleasure and possession crashed through her.

His pace increased, driving into her with a frantic rhythm. Holly could feel her climax building, coiling tight in her belly as Jonah's cock hit that perfect spot inside her with every stroke.

"That's it, baby," he panted against her ear. "Come for me. Come on my cock like the good girl you are."

He rubbing tight circles around her clit that sent her spiraling over the edge. Holly screamed his name as her orgasm crashed through her, her inner walls clamping down around him like a vice.

"Fuck, yes," Jonah groaned, his rhythm faltering as her climax triggered his own. "Taking my cock so perfectly. So fucking beautiful when you come."

He thrust deep one final time, his cock pulsing as he emptied himself inside her with a roar that sounded like salvation and damnation rolled into one.

They lay tangled together afterward, breathing hard and trying to process what had just happened between them. Holly's head rested on Jonah's chest, listening to his heartbeat slowly return to normal.

"That was..." she started, then trailed off, unable to find words for what they'd shared.

"Life-changing," Jonah finished.

Holly lifted her head to look at him, seeing her own confusion and wonder reflected in his gaze. "What happens now?"

"Now I figure out how to keep you safe while trying not to lose my mind from wanting you again."

Holly smiled and pressed a kiss to his chest, directly over his heart. "You realize this makes everything more complicated, right?"

"Sweetheart, everything about you has been complicated from the moment I saw you."

They were silent for a moment, both lost in their own thoughts. Finally, Holly spoke up.

"Jonah? The things you said about your past—I don't care what you've done. Whatever choices you made, whoever you used to be, it doesn't change this."

Jonah's arms tightened around her. "You might feel differently if you knew the whole truth."

"Try me."

But before Jonah could respond, his phone rang again. This time, when he answered, his entire body went rigid with tension.

"When?" he asked sharply. "How much?" A pause. "Understood. We're evacuating now."

Holly sat up as he hung up, already knowing she wasn't going to like whatever he had to tell her.

"What's wrong?"

Jonah was grim as he reached for his clothes. "Fire marshal found accelerant in the building's basement. Near the gas main. Enough to level the entire structure."

Fear shot adrenaline through her and she shot out of bed. "When?"

"They're not sure if it's rigged to blow on a timer or if someone's planning to come back and finish the job." Jonah was already pulling on his jeans. "Building's being evacuated. We have maybe ten minutes before fire department and police swarm the place."

Holly scrambled for her own clothes, her mind reeling. "Where do we go?"

"I have a safe house outside of the city we can retreat to. But we need to move before the building fills with first responders and potential targets."

"You think they'd attack me during an evacuation?"

"I think chaos is the perfect cover for that." Jonah was throwing essentials into a bag. "Let’s go grab some things that you’ll need for a few days. Things you can't live without."

As they raced back to her apartment, Holly stole glances at Jonah. The tender lover of moments before had transformed back into the lethal protector, all focused energy and controlled violence.
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The safe house was a nondescript cabin forty minutes outside the city, hidden among towering pines and accessible only by a winding dirt road that would give them plenty of warning if anyone approached. Holly had spent the first day watching Jonah check windows and exits with the kind of thoroughness that spoke of years of training, helping him inventory supplies, and trying not to think about the fact that someone wanted her dead.

By the second day, she'd reorganized the kitchen cabinets twice.

By the third day, she was losing her mind.

There was no TV, no internet, no phone service unless you walked to the top of the ridge. She was rapidly running out of art supplies. There wasn't anything else to do but stare at pine trees and watch Jonah perform his security checks every four hours.

Holly stood in the rustic living room, watching him examine the door locks for what had to be the fifth time that day. He'd been like this since they'd arrived—all business, no trace of the passionate lover who'd worshipped her body just days before.

"How many safe houses do you have access to?" she asked, more to break the silence than because she cared about the answer.

"Enough." Jonah's tone was clipped, professional.

Irritation spiked. Three days of one-word answers and emotional distance were starting to wear on her nerves. "That's not really an answer. In fact, you've been giving me a lot of non-answers since we got here."

Jonah didn't look up from his inspection. "I'm trying to keep you alive. Everything else is secondary."

"Everything else?" Holly moved toward him, frustrated by the monotony, the isolation, and his sudden transformation into a security robot. "Is that what I am now? Secondary?"

That got his attention. Jonah's gaze snapped to hers. "You know that's not what I meant."

"Do I? Because you've barely looked at me since we got here, let alone touched me." Holly crossed her arms. "I've been stuck in this cabin for three days with nothing to do but watch you check the same locks over and over. The least you could do is talk to me like I'm a person instead of just another item on your security checklist."

"Holly—"

"Are you regretting what happened between us? Because if you are, just say so. I'm a big girl. I can handle it."

Jonah was across the room and backing her against the wall before she could blink. His hands braced on either side of her head, his body caging her in with predatory intent.

"You think I regret having you?" His voice was low and rough. "You think I regret the way you felt wrapped around my cock, the sounds you made when I was buried inside you?"

She blushed at his words, but arousal pooled low in her belly. "Then why are you acting like it never happened?"

"Because if I start touching you again, I won't be able to stop." His gaze dropped to her mouth, and Holly saw his control wavering. "And right now, I need to focus on keeping you safe, not on all the ways I want to fuck you senseless."

"Maybe I don't want you to stop."

"You don't know what you're asking for."

"Then show me."

His mouth crashed down on hers with a hunger that bordered on violent, all tongue and teeth and desperate claiming. Holly moaned into the kiss, her hands fisting in his shirt as he devoured her mouth like a man starved.

"You want to see what you do to me?" he growled against her lips. "How crazy you make me?"

His hands moved to her hips, spinning her around until her palms were flat against the wall and her ass was pressed against his straining erection. Holly gasped at the sudden change in position, at the way his body covered hers from behind like he was claiming territory.

"I haven't been able to think straight since I first saw you," Jonah's voice was rough in her ear, his hands sliding under her shirt to palm her breasts. "Do you have any idea how hard it was to watch you and not touch? To pretend I was just your neighbor when all I wanted was to pin you against the nearest wall and make you mine?"

Holly arched back against him, craving more of his touch. "I'm here now. I'm yours."

"Are you?" His teeth scraped against her neck as his hands worked at the button of her jeans. "Because once I start, I'm not going to be gentle. I'm going to take you exactly how I want you, and you're going to take everything I give you."

The dominant edge in his voice sent warmth spiraling through Holly's core. She'd never been one to submit easily, but Jonah made her want to surrender completely.

"Yes," she whispered, meaning it more than she'd ever meant anything.

Jonah made a sound that was part growl, part groan. His hands made quick work of her jeans, pushing them down along with her panties until she was bare from the waist down. Cool air hit her skin, but before Holly could process the sensation, Jonah's fingers were between her thighs, finding her slick and ready.

"Fuck, you're soaked," he said with dark satisfaction. "Is this what you want? To be taken hard and fast against the wall like you're nothing but mine to use?"

Holly pressed back against his hand, craving more of his touch.

"Please," she gasped.

"Please what?" His fingers circled her clit with maddening pressure. "Tell me exactly what you want. I want to hear you say it."

Holly's face burned with embarrassment and arousal. "I want you to fuck me. Hard. Like I'm yours."

"Good girl." The approval in his voice sent shivers down her spine. "Because you are mine. This sweet pussy, this perfect body—all of it belongs to me now."

Holly heard the sound of his zipper, felt the broad head of his cock pressing against her slick entrance. Without warning, he thrust forward, filling her completely in one powerful stroke that made her cry out.

"Christ, you feel incredible," Jonah groaned, his hands gripping her hips hard enough to leave marks. "So tight and wet around my cock. Like you were made for me."

He set a punishing rhythm, driving into her with enough force to make her see stars. Holly braced herself against the wall, meeting each thrust with desperate enthusiasm. She'd never been taken like this—with such possession, such complete dominance—and it was overwhelming.

"You like this, don't you?" Jonah's voice was rough against her ear. "Being fucked like you're mine to claim. Being reminded exactly who you belong to."

"Yes," Holly panted, her body coiling tight with approaching climax. "God, yes."

One of his hands moved to her throat, not squeezing but simply holding, the gesture intimate and possessive in a way that made her core clench around him.

"Come for me," he commanded, his thumb finding her clit. "Come on my cock like the good girl you are."

The combination of his words, his touch, and the overwhelming fullness of him inside her sent Holly spiraling over the edge. She cried out his name as her orgasm crashed through her, her inner walls milking his cock as pleasure consumed her.

"That's it, baby," Jonah groaned, his rhythm faltering as her climax triggered his own. "Taking my cock so perfectly. So beautiful when you surrender to me."

He thrust deep one final time, his cock pulsing as he emptied himself inside her with a roar that echoed through the cabin.

They stayed frozen in that position for long moments, both breathing hard and trying to process what had just happened. Finally, Jonah pulled out and gently turned Holly to face him, his hands surprisingly tender as he helped her straighten her clothes.

"Are you okay?" he asked, searching her face for any sign of regret or distress.

Holly smiled, noting the concern in his gaze. "More than okay. That was..." She trailed off, unable to find words for the experience.

"Just what I needed."

"Exactly." Holly reached up to touch his face, marveling at how this dangerous man could be so gentle with her. "I've never... I mean, I don't usually..."

"Submit?" Jonah's lips curved in a small smile. "I know. That's what makes it so perfect when you do."

She blushed. "Is that what this is about? Making me submit?"

"This is about claiming what's mine. About making sure you understand that you belong to me now, completely."

The possessive declaration should have set off every feminist alarm bell in Holly's head. Instead, it sent warmth spreading through her chest.

"And what do I get in return?" she asked, stepping toward him until their bodies were almost touching.

"Everything." Jonah's voice was rough with promise. "My protection, my loyalty, my complete devotion. Whatever you need, whatever you want—it's yours."

Holly stared
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