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         “She’d never met a man this intense.”

         His words, when he finally did speak, dripped with determination and confidence. Something fluttered in her stomach, a feeling she hadn’t experienced in a long time. Sexual attraction. To a real human being sitting in front of her, not harmless porn on her phone in the dark.

         But attraction to Jock was stupid. He was a bodyguard to keep her safe. Don’t make it a thing, Fiona, she thought to herself.

         This was a job to him, another duty in a long line of them, she was sure. She was merely a body he meant to protect, and he wanted to take down the men who were criminals. Pure and simple. This wasn’t personal for him. Not like it was for her.

         She had to admit that not having to look over her shoulder all the time, to have him back there doing it for her, was a relief. But what would happen once he left?

      

   


   
      
         
            


To being your own hero

         

      

   


   
      
         
            PROLOGUE

         

         As soon as Fiona reached into her small mailbox and closed her fingers around the mail, she knew. She knew by the crinkle of the bubble mailer, the feel of the smooth paper. She just knew.

         She walked to her apartment robotically, not paying attention to those she passed in the hallway—like little Yvonne in 5B who just had her birthday party and always had a smile or Terry in 8E who was finishing out his seventies but still had a wink for her every time she saw him.

         She ignored them all. Because she’d be moving soon. The bubble mailer proved that. She wasn’t sure why she moved anymore. They always found her, but maybe it gave her some satisfaction that they’d have to spend time finding her again, and for a few weeks, sometimes months, she had a brief, false sense of security.

         Her numb fingers had trouble holding her keys, but she managed to get into her apartment on the fifth try. She dumped all the junk mail on the floor, right inside her door. Then she ripped open the package.

         She looked every time. She wasn’t sure why, but she did. She kept everything they mailed to her in a shoebox and that shoebox went with her everywhere she moved. What woman traveled with her own skeletons? Oh right, she did.

         Three photos this time. The scared, strung-out Fiona Madden who stared back at her was a different woman. Maybe that was why she could now look at the photos with a certain sense of detachment. Because that woman was someone who had lived the nightmare. The Fiona Madden she was now was the woman who had survived it.

         She flipped through the photos. Two of her face. One of her being violated, the man in the image always blurred out. Didn’t matter. She remembered their faces.

         No threats this time, just the photos. To remind her that they could get to her at all times. It was a sick power game that she had never, ever consented to play.

         She ripped up the envelope, stuffed it in her trash, and went right to her closet. She pulled down the shoebox from the top shelf—an orange Nike sneaker box—and dropped the photos on top of the pile of notes, flash drives, and other photos. She wasn’t sure why she kept everything, but she did. Every. Single. Thing. They were hers now, and sometimes she took comfort in the fact that they were giving something back, even if they didn’t realize it. The proof of what had been done to her was sometimes the only way she stayed sane. It hadn’t been just a bad dream or a figment of her cracked mind. It’d happened, truly, and she was still standing.

         She put the lid back on the box, looked around her apartment, and sighed. Florida had been nice, and it’d been a mild winter. She’d miss it. With heavy footsteps, she retreated to her bedroom, pulled out her suitcase, and began to pack.

         They’d find her again. And again. But staying alive was her single greatest fuck you. So she intended to live as long as possible.

      

   


   
      
         
            CHAPTER ONE

         

         She’d nodded at him one time.

         He remembered it—the way her blue eyes slid up to his, narrowed a minute, assessing, before her chin had dipped quickly. Her running shorts had made a swish swish sound as her long legs ate up the length of the apartment hallway, and a bead of sweat dripped toward her belly button from her sports bra. As she’d passed him, she’d tucked a stray piece of blond hair behind her ear.

         It was a fuckup. She was never supposed to see him, but he’d had to run to his P.O. box to pick up some equipment. She’d changed her schedule that day. Thrown him off. Jamison “Jock” Bosh didn’t like to be thrown off. That had been a week ago, and he still couldn’t get that nod out of his mind.

         He rubbed the back of his neck, wincing at the cramp in his muscles as he squinted at the lines of code on the computer screen inches from his face. What time was it? He glanced at his watch. Six in the morning. He blinked at the digital letters and scratched the days-old stubble on his jaw. Another sleepless night, but at least it was also another night of Fiona Madden still breathing.

         That was why he was here, camped out in an apartment rented under one of his aliases, surrounded by empty takeout containers and the hum of PCs. There was a bed in the corner but he hadn’t slept much.

         He’d sleep when he was dead.

         A week of living in this Brooklyn apartment and he’d successfully tapped into just about every part of Fiona’s life and made it secure—anything he could do to make her existence invisible to those trying to find her.

         Two months ago he’d joined up with Roarke Brennan to avenge the murder of Roarke’s brother. While searching for the killers they’d uncovered an underground sex ring that had landed them on the radar of the most notorious, dangerous hacker there was—Maximus. Maximus’s connection to Fiona and the sex ring was murky, as were most things with the skilled hacker, but he’d made his threat to her clear. She was a loose end. Fiona had been victimized once, almost ten years ago in college, when she’d been drugged and abused. Like hell would it happen again.

         There’d been a lot of people Jock hadn’t been able to save, including the most important person in his life. So he’d forgo sleep and stare at this computer until he went nearly blind. Fiona would go on to live a happy life and would never know she was being threatened again, if he could help it.

         Her life seemed good. At least, good in a way that he could be happy. But also not good in a way that he knew wasn’t healthy for a thirty-year-old woman who looked like Fiona. She didn’t leave her apartment much—she was a freelance writer—and she never had friends visit. She also had a big mutt she called Sundance who barked at goddamn everyone. Sundance was a German shepherd mix—at least, that was what he looked like to Jock—who guarded Fiona like she was a queen. Jock considered him a silent partner.

         Most of Jock’s work was done. He’d placed Fiona’s apartment security on a separate server because that had been faster than making the entire building more secure. He’d stopped short of installing a camera in her apartment and worried every day that his discretion would turn out to be a mistake. Anyone else and he would have done it, but spying on her when she thought she was alone, after the way she’d been violated already…he couldn’t bring himself to do it. So he worked day and night making every other area of her life safe.

         The lack of rest was catching up to him. The rumpled sheets on his bed called to him. He couldn’t sleep yet, though. Fiona always woke up early and took Sundance out into the small apartment courtyard around seven. He could see her clearly from his window, and while he’d started watching for her safety he couldn’t deny that he looked forward to seeing her there every day. Some days, it was the only time she left her apartment. Everything she needed, she got delivered to her door. He knew because he ran background checks on the delivery employees of the few businesses she used. If a new driver was sent, he ran checks on them, too, and he would go as far as to hide out in her hallway if he wasn’t able to get a check finished on the delivery driver.

         A buzzing sound filled the small apartment, and his foggy brain took a minute to catch up that his cell phone was going off. After a quick glance at the caller ID, he picked up. “Yeah.”

         “Jock.” Roarke’s voice was low and calm in his ear. “How’s it going?”

         “Going,” he answered as he powered down his computer. He stood up, stretched, and took a sip of cold coffee.

         “Anything?”

         “No hits on her cell records, bank account, or apartment security.”

         Roarke’s voice was muffled as he repeated Jock’s words, probably to Wren, his girlfriend. Back in college Wren and Fiona had been friends, and both had been taken by the bastards. Wren had escaped quickly. Fiona didn’t get away until weeks later.

         Wren’s voice filtered through the phone, and then Roarke was back. “Wren, uh, wants to know Fiona’s mood or attitude. Is she happy?”

         Roarke sounded as uncomfortable asking the question as Jock felt answering it. “Fuck if I know.” He couldn’t read women that well, even if he’d known them for years. He’d only been observing Fiona for two weeks. Except sometimes he did notice the nervous habit she had of biting her nails, the way she kept her hand tucked into her purse when she did leave the house, and the brisk way she walked. “Always on alert,” he added.

         “How so?”

         “Takes stock of her surroundings, hates something at her six,” Jock answered. “Equipment in her apartment shows some history of self-defense classes. She works out, stays in shape. Runs on her treadmill.” He liked that about her. Tracking her while she ran outside sounded like a nightmare.

         “Okay, that’s good. Sorry, we can’t risk Wren calling her so…”

         “It’s fine.”

         “We can relieve you if you want. Marisol’s from the Bronx—”

         “Got it handled,” Jock said quickly. The thought of someone else—even a member of their crew—taking over this job didn’t sit well with him. He knew the lay of the land. He knew Fiona and her schedule. He’d lived a long time learning the person he could trust the most was himself.

         “Okay,” Roarke said slowly. “Any problems, hit us up. You’re doing us a favor.”

         Roarke didn’t realize how much this job wasn’t about the crew anymore. This wasn’t for Wren or Roarke or anything. This was a job that Jock had volunteered for and one he’d see through to the bitter end. He was committed now. “Alerts are all on, so gonna get some sleep.”

         “You do that. Later, Jock.”

         He hung up the phone and glanced at the time. Almost seven. She’d be out soon. He stood near his window, where his blinds were drawn but left open just enough for him to see outside.

         The sun wasn’t high in the sky yet, and the air had that hazy, humid look to it. It’d be hot today.

         The staircase door opened and Sundance exited first, nose down on the pavement. Fiona stepped out behind him and blinked up at the sun. She wore a pair of loose cotton shorts and a thin tank top. Thin enough that he could see the outline of her dark bra underneath. She wore her hair in a messy knot on top of her head, but strands escaped, falling in tendrils around her face.

         Objectively, she was a beautiful woman. Subjectively, he was attracted to her. And personally, he’d once allowed himself to wonder what it would be like to touch her. The time she’d nodded at him. Then he’d locked it all down, cut off the feeling, and focused on the job.

         As far as he could tell, she didn’t date. She had no dating profile on any dating sites. Her apartment was stocked for her and her alone. He’d searched it when he’d first arrived for any bugs, and found nothing. Although he had found a variety of vibrators in the drawer of her bedside table. He’d worked really hard to forget about that, but clearly he hadn’t. He was tasked to keep her safe, even if that meant from him, too.

         She let the leash go, and Sundance wandered around the small courtyard as he usually did, sniffing plants and small bushes, doing his business and marking everything he could.

         Fiona sat down on a small stone bench, pulled a paperback out of the back of her waistband, and began to read.

         Jock didn’t move, only watched her. The way she bit her lip and ran her fingers over the edge of the cover, the way her head turned as she read from page to page. She read romance and mystery novels. She alternated. The last couple of days she had been reading a romance novel, and she was almost finished with it.

         She read another twenty pages—he counted—and then she turned the last page. Her shoulders heaved with a sigh, and she closed the book, setting it gently in her lap. Her head came up, and her eyes looked wet. Unless he was imagining it, or it was allergies. She ran her hand under her nose and stared at the apartments around her. Her eyes passed over the window where he looked out, and for a moment he swore that she saw him, locking eyes, before her head turned.

         He sucked in a breath at the expression on her face. Wistful? See, now Wren had him worrying about emotions. He didn’t know what to name emotions. His spanned a whole spectrum of three—calm, annoyed, and angry.

         Then she whistled softly. Sundance picked up the end of his lead and trotted after her as she walked back into the building. When the door shut behind her, Jock closed his eyes. That was it. That was the last he’d see of her until the next day. He hated it a bit, that he couldn’t keep an eye on her all the time, but he was used to it now after two weeks.

         She’d taken Sundance to the dog park yesterday—the park being one of the rare places she went to when she left her apartment—and she only went three days a week, so he had some time to sleep now.

         After checking to make sure all his alarms were working to alert him to any breaches in his security, he stripped down to his boxers and slid into bed. He didn’t even remember his head hitting the pillow.

         
            *  *  *

         

         The humidity was so thick Fiona could barely breathe. Add to that the ever-present Brooklyn smell of the nearby restaurants’ meat and spices, plus the exhaust from way too many vehicles, and she was about done.

         She hadn’t brought Sundance. As she ducked her head and speed-walked up the street to her Bushwick apartment, she felt naked without her constant canine companion. This had been stupid, but the grocery order she’d placed had come in and her usual delivery person hadn’t been available. She hadn’t wanted a stranger at the door so she’d gone to pick it up. Juggling groceries and her dog had seemed like a difficult task when she’d decided to go. Now she wished she’d brought him. At least she had her weapons in her purse.

         She thanked her workout routine for her arms, but even this short of a walk was taxing as she regripped her heavy bag, hitched her purse up higher on her shoulder, and continued on. Despite the neighborhood’s low crime rate—having decreased in the last decade despite Bushwick’s reputation—she didn’t feel safe. She hadn’t felt safe for over ten years. She’d probably never feel safe again.

         “Calm your shit, Fi,” she whispered to herself as she blinked sweat out of her eyes and squinted at the glare of the evening sun. She’d give just about anything to head to the park down the street and read her book there on a bench without a care in the world, but she didn’t remember what that was like. Maybe she’d try it with Sundance soon.

         She passed an alley and a chain link fence rattled. Her steps faltered and her stomach cramped with nerves. No, no, no. No way would she be caught out here like this, on a hot night with a clear sky, carrying produce. Had she really needed fresh vegetables that badly? She couldn’t have lived on the canned goods for a while?

         She picked up the pace, and by the time she turned the corner two blocks away she was winded and all her senses were on alert. The instinct she hadn’t had ten years ago, but the one she had now, was in full-alarm mode, blaring in her brain, coursing through her bloodstream like a shot of adrenaline.

         She tried to calm herself, thinking about the book she’d just read, but even an eighteenth-century widow finding love with an outlaw gunslinger wasn’t enough to take her mind off whatever the hell was moving in the corner of her vision.

         Something was there—alive. And that something could range from a rat to a kid to an adult person intent on doing her harm.

         Another block. Close to home. People here kept to themselves, and the last thing she needed was attention. A cat screeched and sprinted out of the hallway, just as a human-shaped shadow melted back into the alley.

         Nope, that was enough.

         She drew her gun, silencer attached, and pointed it at the dark hallway. Overkill, but no way would she be caught vulnerable again. “Who’s there?”

         No answer. Not even a breeze. But something had scared the cat, and she’d seen the shadow. “I have a gun. Tell me who you are before I start shooting.”

         A rustle followed her words, a scuff sound of shoes on macadam, stepping on trash, and then a figure emerged from the alley. Her eyes adjusted to take in a massive man—tall, broad-shouldered, and scowling, and that was all she needed to know.

         She pulled the trigger.

         The bullet whizzed by the man’s head and he jerked to the side, his hand coming up quickly to cup his ear. “Fuck, woman!” He pulled his lips back in a grimace, and she knew she should feel bad but it’d only been a warning shot. She hadn’t hit him.

         He dropped his hand and dark red blood dripped from his earlobe. Okay, oops? She’d tried to miss. Still, she didn’t drop the gun. What normal person skulked around in an alley? “What do you want?” she asked, trying to control the shaking in her voice. “Next time I won’t miss.”

         He held his hands out to his sides, palms facing her, and his expression looked bored. “Put the gun away.”

         “You’re not in a position to make demands.”

         “You just shot me in broad daylight.”

         “I’d call this dusk, to be honest.”

         His eyes narrowed slightly, and she wondered why he didn’t look more scared. Oh shit, were there more of him? More big-ass dudes lurking in the shadows? She took her eyes off him for a minute and glanced around.

         Big mistake. Huge.

         For such a large man, he moved with a quickness that took her off guard. He had the gun out of her hands and his beefy arms wrapped around her body within seconds, incapacitating her.

         Her heart beat against her ribcage like the bones were prison bars, which only made her feel more trapped as she was pressed against the man’s body, her back to his front, and well within the shadows of the alley.

         Her purse had a Taser and pepper spray but she couldn’t get to it now, not with the man squeezing her. She wouldn’t cry. Not now. Tears would get her nowhere. Hell, they had never even gotten her out of a speeding ticket.

         “Fiona.” His voice was deep, and the rumble in his chest vibrated against her back. He knew her name, and the only answer that gave her was that she was fucked. She closed her eyes and swallowed, taking the time to gather some strength before she went full-on wildcat to get out of his grip. He took a deep breath. “I’m friends with Wren.”

         Her eyes flew open and she stared out into the street. Those were not the four words she’d thought he’d say. She tried not to react, not to show that she knew Wren, in case he was feeling her out. “What?”

         “Wren Lee, Korean-American. Parents live in Erie. Brother’s name is Erick. You and her went to school together.”

         She wasn’t prepared for this kind of conversation. She’d assumed if they ever sent someone after her, they’d kill her on the spot. “I’m sorry, what?”

         Another sigh. “Not going to hurt you. Will you promise to stay put if I let you go?”

         She snorted. “No.” Then she clacked her jaw shut. Shit, she was stupid. She couldn’t have just said yes?

         He paused for a minute and then made a huffing sound that might have been a laugh. “You shot my ear. Think you owe me five minutes without running. Not. Going. To. Hurt. You. Okay?”

         His arms loosened and blood rushed back into her hands. She curled her fingers into fists and waited until the heat of his body left her back. Then she whirled around and clutched her purse to her body. She had her pepper spray pulled out and pointed at him just as he pulled a cell phone from his pocket.

         He arched a blond eyebrow at her, but otherwise didn’t make a big deal about the pepper spray pointed at his face.

         He pressed a button and waited, never taking his eyes off her. “Put Wren on,” were the first words he said into the receiver. Then after ten seconds, all he said was, “Made contact.” Then handed the phone out to her.

         She looked at it, then at him, and then back to the phone.

         “Probably have to put the pepper spray away to talk on the phone,” he said slowly, as if she were a scared deer.

         She shoved the canister back into her purse and snatched the phone from him. “Hello?” she said into the receiver.

         “Fiona.”

         The word was a gasp, and Fiona blinked at the brick wall, processing the fact that she hadn’t heard her friend’s voice in nearly a decade. “Wren?”

         “I don’t even know what to say right now. I wasn’t prepared…what happened? Did someone try to hurt you?”

         “Uh, I shot some guy.” That was all she managed to say as she stared at the man in front of her, standing with his hands on his hips, blood dripping from his ear.

         “You shot someone?” Wren asked.

         “The guy who handed me the phone?”

         “You shot Jock?”

         “I don’t know. He didn’t introduce himself. He was hiding in an alley like a creepy person, and I freaked out and shot him!”

         “Is he okay?” Wren’s voice was reaching screech levels.

         “Fine.” The man, who Fiona assumed was Jock, muttered loud enough for the phone to pick up.

         “It’s like…his ear, I think. I meant to miss, honestly.”

         “I’m kind of proud of you. I like knowing you’re up there, capable of defending yourself.” There was a smile in Wren’s voice, and Fiona’s heart ached. She missed girls’ nights out. Girl talk. All the things that came from talking woman-to-woman with someone who knew you better than anyone else. She’d had that at one time with Wren.

         But that was before…before everything.

         She cleared her throat. “So can you tell me…?”

         “Oh right,” Wren cleared her throat. “So that’s Jock, and you can trust him. He’s been there for about a week watching out for you…” Her voice changed, and Fiona braced. “I can explain, or Jock can, but we have reason to believe they are looking for you. Actively looking.”

         Fiona’s throat constricted, and a panic attack like she hadn’t had in years—that Sundance had seemed to placate—threatened to drown her. She flared her nostrils, seeking more oxygen just as the edges of her vision began to blur. Fuck, fuck, all of this just for some fucking kale…

         His arms were around her again, but this time they weren’t contracting. There was something else about them, something that didn’t elevate the panic attack but certainly didn’t make it better. Wren was still talking, her voice sounding more frantic. Then the phone was out of her hand, and a deep voice murmured. She couldn’t concentrate on the words.

         Fiona’s legs buckled and she wanted to cry for being this weak, for being unable to handle this news. She’d feared this for so long and had known it could happen, but the actual truth was too much.

         She never hit the ground, though, despite her body giving out. She was airborne, and although that deep voice was no longer in her ear, a warm body cradled hers. Her fingers slipped into coarse hair and she held on, not sure where she was being taken, but Wren’s words telling her she could trust this giant of a man were on a repeat in her mind.

         Trust him. When was the last time she’d trusted anyone but herself?

      

   


   
      
         
            CHAPTER TWO

         

         Jock hadn’t expected this. He prided himself on always thinking of all possible outcomes, but he’d never imagined Fiona would shoot him and then nearly collapse in a panic attack.

         He couldn’t stop thinking about the look in her eyes as she’d aimed the gun at him, the determination and strength even as her hands shook. He was lucky she hadn’t taken his head off.

         He held her in his arms and grabbed her grocery bag. She was dazed but aware, her breathing short and sweat beading at her temples, matting her hair to her forehead. She mumbled something about being able to walk so he placed her down gently and, with a firm hand on her bicep, directed her up the street and to her apartment. If she’d been more alert, she probably would have wondered how he knew where she lived and which key on her key ring unlocked her deadbolt.

         Paws skittered on the other side of the door and a deep woof seemed to shake Fiona out of her daze. When Jock opened the door Sundance immediately bounded into his owner, sniffing her hands, checking out her body. When he spotted Jock his ears went flat, and his lips curled back to reveal his teeth. A deep growl rumbled from the dog’s chest. He reminded Jock a bit of the dog he’d had as a kid so he held out his palm for the dog to smell while keeping a firm hand on Fiona.

         Sundance sniffed his hand tentatively and stopped growling but didn’t take his eyes off the intruder.

         Jock nodded to Fiona to walk toward her kitchen. She stared at him in confusion. “Groceries,” he said, gesturing to the bag in her arms.

         After a moment, his words penetrated. “Oh right, thanks for grabbing them.”

         Of course. Like he’d leave her food on the street.

         She led the way and he set her bag on the counter while Sundance stuck to Fiona’s side. Jock began to put away her groceries—vegetables in the crisper, eggs on the top shelf, milk in the door.

         When he straightened up, Fiona was watching him. Her breathing seemed normal, and her eyes were less panicked. He poured a glass of water and handed it to her silently. She took it with a hesitant hand. “So, you’re Jock.”

         He nodded.

         “And you’ve…” She bit her lip. “Been watching me?”

         He nodded again.

         “Are you going to speak?”

         “I can speak when I have to, but you’ve been asking yes or no questions.”

         She took a sip of her water. “Okay, so can you tell me how you’ve been watching me without me knowing? Wren said to trust you, but this isn’t easy for me.”

         He folded his arms across his chest and leaned back against the refrigerator. “Got an apartment here for the last two weeks. Secured your online accounts so it’s harder to trace you. Ran background checks on every delivery person that comes to your door. Also checked this apartment for bugs.”

         She choked on her water. “I’m sorry? You checked my apartment?”

         He wasn’t going to apologize for keeping her safe. “Yes.”

         Her eyes widened. “When? How?”

         “Two weeks ago. I didn’t install cameras or anything, just checked to make sure your apartment was clear. You were at the dog park at the time. If it makes you feel better, Wren told me to do it.” He didn’t want to be cruel but he was blunt and honest. He didn’t know how to be anything different. He could understand if she was pissed, but he figured she’d be more pissed if she were dead.

         She blinked at him and then chugged the rest of her water while staring off into the rest of her apartment. It was a comforting space—the kitchen was painted a bright yellow with blue tile, her living room was a soft green, and a purple blanket rested along the back of her beige couch. The floor was old, scarred hardwood and creaked a bit under his boots.

         “I don’t know what to say right now,” she said softly. “I don’t know you. And it’s been a long time since I’ve known anyone, really. No one comes into my apartment, and now you’re here.” Her gaze traveled down his body and back up, and he was surprised at the heat that flushed through him at her perusal. “Taking up a lot of space.”

         “I do that,” he said.

         She cocked her head. “Can you please tell me who you are? How you know Wren? I’m still trying to process…”

         Talking about himself hadn’t been in the job description. “Do you want me to call her back?”

         “Maybe later,” Fiona answered. “But you’re the one here right now, standing next to me, supposedly watching over me. So I’d like to hear you talk.”

         He didn’t say anything for a moment, unsure where to start.

         “How about you tell me if your name is really Jock?”

         Okay, that was easy. “No, it’s a nickname. Hacker term for using brute force.”

         Understanding dawned. “You’re friends with Erick and Roarke, then. Wren told me what they did.”

         “Met Roarke years ago. Owed him a favor and helped him out with a mission recently.”

         “Do you still owe him a favor?”

         He frowned at her. “Sorry?”

         “Is this, with me…” She pointed at herself. “Is this another favor?”

         He shook his head.

         “Then why are you here? You don’t know me. Why do you care what happens to me?”

         It was a good question. “I didn’t two weeks ago. Watched you and now I feel responsible. When I feel responsible for something, that’s it. I’m all in.”

         Again, her gaze perused him. “Are you ex-military?”

         He wondered how she’d guessed that. “Retired.”

         She nodded. “You have that…vibe.”

         “Vibe?”

         “The taking orders, honor code, hoo-ah vibe. I bet you have some sort of military tattoos beneath that tight tee, right?”

         He liked how perceptive she was. “Yep.”

         She jolted. “Oh shit, that reminds me. I, uh, shot you? We should probably look at your ear.”

         He ran his fingers along the ragged rim of his ear. She’d taken a chunk of cartilage, but he didn’t need it anyhow. Plus, the blood had clotted. “It’s all right.”

         She opened a cabinet near the sink and pulled out a small white plastic box that said First Aid in red block letters. “Please, let me at least clean it.”

         He didn’t move, and they stood in the kitchen awkwardly, with him leaning against the fridge and her standing with the first aid kit clutched in her hands. She pointed to the small table at the edge of her kitchen. “How about you sit down, and I’ll take a look?”

         Fine. He’d do this, even if he’d rather just look at it on his own. He strode toward the chair and sank down in it, waiting for her to attend to him. Sundance, tongue lolling out of his mouth, trotted over and sat down beside Jock.

         Fiona placed the first aid kit on the table, flipped it open, and pulled out a disinfectant wipe. She stood at his side, so close that her tits brushed his shoulder, and he closed his eyes. He didn’t want to be attracted to her, and for two weeks he’d been able to ignore his growing interest. But now he knew her, heard her voice, saw the anger and fear and strength and everything else that lurked in her blue eyes. He liked her now, and his protective instincts were in overdrive.

         It would have been better if she weren’t a nice person. If she’d shot him and then hadn’t tried to clean him up or get him to talk to her. If her voice wasn’t so soothing and her skin so soft.

         Fuck.

         The antiseptic wipe stung a bit, but he’d been hurt worse so he didn’t move. He let Fiona clean his ear and apply a bandage to it. Her breath blew over his scalp, and her fingers handled his injury as if he were made of porcelain. When she was finished, she swiped at his shoulder. “There’s blood on your shirt.”

         He opened his eyes to see Sundance still watching him. Fiona was so close he could smell her, some citrusy scent that he’d never forget now. “It’s fine.”

         “I can wash it for you, if you’d like.”

         He tilted his head to eye her. “I have five others just like this. It’s fine.”

         “But still, if you want to leave it with me—”

         He stood up abruptly, towering over her smaller frame. Sometimes he forgot how large he was, but next to her in this small apartment, he felt huge. “Fiona, do you really want me to take off my shirt right now?”

         Her eyes were huge and round as she stared up at him. Her hand had been on his shoulder, and as he stood up it slipped down to rest on his chest. The heat of her fingers burned through his thin T-shirt, lighting up his body like fireworks. He clenched his jaw and she backed up, the hot weight of her hand leaving him as she cleared her throat. “Right, I, uh, can get it from you some other time.”

         He didn’t know her history with men, if she’d had a man’s hands on her since the assault. It’d been ten years so maybe she’d been able to recover enough to be touched. But he wasn’t about to put her in a position where she was uncomfortable with a half-naked man in a small space. He’d never hurt her but he understood trauma—it fucked with your head, twisted shit and turned everything ugly.

         With a whine, Sundance nudged Fiona’s hand, and she briefly rubbed his nose before pointing to her door. “He needs to go out.”

         A red leash hung on a hook near the door. Her apartment was so small that he was there in a second. He clipped it to the dog’s collar, who sat patiently, and then he wrapped the leash around his wrist. “Let’s go.”

         She didn’t move for a minute, as if she hadn’t expected him to go along.

         “You want me to stay here?”

         She bit her lip and then shook her head with a couple of quick jerks.

         He opened the door and motioned for her to go on ahead. He followed her out with a happy dog.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Fiona walked the route down to the courtyard on autopilot as her mind spun to catch up with all that had happened. First of all, Sundance had been fine with Jock. How was that possible? Her dog hated everyone but her. Was the man some sort of dog whisperer, too?

         And why was it that she herself felt so comfortable in his presence? He was just so…big. She glanced over her shoulder at him. His gaze continually took in their surroundings, his jaw set, full lips in a straight line. Yeah, she felt safe. Despite his size. She’d avoided large men for years. While she worked out and built up her strength, she couldn’t change the fact that she was short and petite. A large man could still overpower her. When she had tried online dating—which hadn’t been for years—she’d always asked about height before agreeing. Which was probably neurotic, but then she was neurotic.

         And now she was willingly placing herself in a small space with a man who could and already did overpower her. Wren had said to trust him, and even though it’d been a while since Fiona had seen her friend, she knew Wren had always cared and looked out for her.

         When they reached the courtyard, Jock dropped the leash and Sundance dutifully trotted around, sniffing at flowers and digging up some dirt. She sat on a stone bench, still warm from the daytime sun.

         Jock didn’t sit. He stood at the end of the bench, thick arms across his chest, looming over her. It was weird. After five minutes of said looming, she was over it. “Can you sit down?”

         He looked down at her with that frustratingly blank expression. Was he part cyborg? Maybe that was how they made hackers now. Half machines themselves. “Sit?” he asked.

         “Yeah, you’re…looming.”

         “‘Looming’?”

         “Yes, looming. It’s making me nervous.”

         He sat promptly, as if those were magic words. His body took up three-quarters of the bench as he spread his massive thighs and leaned his elbows on his knees, head still up as he scanned the courtyard.

         “Thank you,” she mumbled, but he didn’t react.

         There were worse things, she figured, than a silent bodyguard. What if he hummed? People who hummed nonstop were the worst. She ran her finger over a small hole in the knee of her jeans. “So, what happens now?”

         Again he had one eyebrow raised. “What do you mean?”

         “I mean…” She gestured vaguely. “Are you going to go back to lurking invisibly? Are you leaving? What?”

         “I’m not leaving,” he said like that was the stupidest suggestion ever. “Made a commitment to your safety and intend to see it through.”

         “Okayyyy, but—”

         He straightened and twisted at the waist to face her. “How much you see me is up to you. Got an apartment where I sleep and work, so no need to crash your place. You want someone to run your errands? I’m here. Want someone to watch over you at the dog park?” He jerked a thumb at his chest. “Me.”

         This was all so weird. Who was this guy? “I don’t get it. I can’t pay you—”

         He made a disgusted sound in his throat.

         “I’m just saying, I’m confused how this is possible for you—”

         “I have plenty of money. More than I need. Can’t take it with you when you die.”

         Must be nice. She was in constant danger of her electric being shut off. “Don’t you have family, friends—”

         “Nope.”

         She smacked her thigh to draw his attention. “Can you stop interrupting me?”

         He jerked at her raised voice and then bowed his head slightly. “Sorry.”

         “I get the impression you don’t like to talk or answer questions, but you have to understand I need answers. My instincts have gotten me this far. I can’t ignore them when they question why I’m going to trust a strange man.”

         Shit, the telltale prickle of tears burned her eyes. She didn’t want to cry, but this was a lot in one day. She’d learned that horrible event in her past was resurfacing, and she now had a six-foot-something bodyguard. Sundance trotted over like he sensed her distress, and nudged her hand. She rubbed his ears and he panted, his moist breath blasting her leg.

         Beside her, Jock sighed heavily. “This isn’t normal for me. I prefer the anonymity of working from behind the computer. Letting you see me was a mistake, and I’m not trained to…to…”

         “Deal with humans?” she finished with a slight smile. The man was trying; she had to hand it to him.

         “Yes.” He blew out a relieved breath.

         “But you can protect me physically, too?”

         This time he met her gaze square-on. “I can protect you in every way.”

         The intensity in his eyes was too much for her. She looked away, focusing on Sundance, even as the words sunk into her bones like a drug. He could protect her. He would protect her. He’d had the chance to kill her or kidnap her about five times now, and he obviously hadn’t. “I don’t know why you’re doing this for me, but thank you.”

         He didn’t respond, only reached out and ruffled Sundance’s ears.

         “So, what do you know about me?” she asked.

         “You write freelance, mostly listicles and quizzes. You like romance and mystery books that you either read on your Kindle app or buy from the used paperback store over on King. You take Sundance to the dog park every three days, and when you’re not looking he likes to flirt with that golden retriever.”

         For some reason, she latched on to the last thing and ignored everything else. “I knew it,” she hissed dramatically. She glared at Sundance. “You hussy.”

         Jock’s lips tilted up at the corners, the first semblance of a smile she’d seen from him. “You burn grilled cheese but make great omelets.”

         “How the hell do you know that? Do you have cameras in my apartment?” The thought that he’d been watching her…

         He shook his head and tapped his nose. “I can smell everything you burn.”

         “You can smell it?” What kind of cyborg was he?

         Then he laughed, a rusty sound that rumbled up his chest and burst from his mouth. “I’m kidding. You wrote it in an article that I read.”

         She snapped her jaw shut and slumped on the bench with relief. “Don’t freak me out like that again.”

         He rubbed his palms together, his gaze on his hands. “I couldn’t put cameras on you. To spy. Thought you’d been through enough.”

         Her hulking bodyguard had a conscience. And it occurred to her now that he knew. He knew everything about her and her past. Her stomach twisted painfully. “So you know. What happened to me.”

         He looked at her sharply. “It didn’t just happen to you. They did that to you. Blame is on them. And as soon as we get any sort of idea how to find who’s behind this, I’ll be first in line to make them hurt. Understand?”

         She’d never met a man this intense. His words, when he finally did speak, dripped with determination and confidence. Something fluttered in her stomach, a feeling she hadn’t experienced in a long time. Sexual attraction. To a real human being sitting in front of her, not harmless porn on her phone in the dark.

         She nodded and looked back at Sundance, thankful he was the perfect distraction. Attraction to Jock was stupid. This was a job to him, another duty in a long line of them, she was sure. She was merely a body he meant to protect, and he wanted to take down the men who were criminals. Pure and simple. This wasn’t personal for him. Not like it was for her.

         He was a bodyguard to keep her safe. Don’t make it a thing, Fiona, she thought to herself.

         Jock stood next to her. “Up,” he said, like she was a dog, and she didn’t even bother to argue. Maybe tomorrow she’d establish better boundaries. Right now, she was too tired. The sun had set so the only light in the courtyard came from a couple of yellow pole lights. She stood up and grabbed Sundance’s leash, walking ahead of Jock.

         She had to admit that not having to look over her shoulder all the time, to have him back there doing it for her, was a relief.

         But what would happen once he left? He wasn’t going to stay with her forever. That was crazy. When it was just her and Sundance again, would her instincts still be as sharp? Would she forget how to watch her back?

         She’d never relied on anyone. Her parents had only gotten married when her mother got pregnant, and they’d divorced before she entered elementary school. Her father quickly remarried and started another family while Fiona’s mother—who’d never been a pleasant woman—worked nonstop. Fiona learned at a young age how to do just about every household chore herself, from cooking to cleaning. She’d grown up like this, so relying on someone else was foreign to her.

         By the time they made it back to her apartment, a headache had her feeling like her head was crushed in a vise.

         Jock closed the door of her apartment but didn’t stray far from it while she poured fresh water for Sundance. She downed a couple of Advil dry before turning to Jock.

         “I’m up on the fifth floor. 5H. If you need me. Number’s already programmed in your phone.” He handed it to her with no explanation of how he’d gotten it or when he’d had the time to type in his number. She didn’t bother asking. Maybe one day she’d get him to spill more secrets.

         “Thanks,” she muttered.

         With a nod and one more lingering look he walked out, closing the door behind him. She stared after him, feeling, for the first time in a long time, not alone.

      

   


   
      
         
            CHAPTER THREE

         

         Her hands scorched up his back, nails digging into his skin, and he grunted, wanting more pressure, wanting her marks. 

         “Jamison,” Fiona panted in his ear as her tight heat clamped around his cock. “Fuck me.” 

         He rolled onto his back and thrust up into her. She moaned as he held tight to her hair, wrapping it around his fingers. The softness brushed his chest, his neck, his face. He was surrounded by her scent and the sound of their bodies colliding. He tried to speak, to tell her how perfect she was, how fucking amazing she felt sprawled on top of him, skin to skin. Her body trembled and her nails dug into his shoulders as she braced herself above him. He was almost there, the feeling of his impending orgasm speeding down his spine like a bullet. 

         Her hips stuttered. “Jamison,” she said on a moan, continuing to thrust. His real name on her lips was fucking heaven to his ears.

         He tried to speak again, but then something wet trickled down his chest. He glanced down to see red rivulets of blood from where she’d pierced him with her nails. The drops turned into spurts, hot gushes of fresh blood, coating his chest, slipping down his sides to wet the sheets.

         “Jamison!” The urgency in her voice had him jerking his head to face her. Her eyes were wild, unfocused, her mouth dropping open as she continued to ride his cock in frenzied thrusts.

         The pain hit him then, daggers in his shoulders, from her nails digging into his flesh, muscle, scraping his bone.

         “Fiona!” he finally shouted, his voice sandpaper rough.

         “Jock!” she screamed as mascara-tinted tears streamed down her face, mixing with the blood on his chest. Fuck, his vision blurred as he tried to figure out what was going on.

         Something was tugging her off him and she clung harder, her hands coated in his blood. “Save me!” she cried.

         He tried to hold Fiona to him even as something was yanking her away. He wrapped his arms around her naked body but his skin was slick with blood and he was weak, so weak. Why so much blood? His vision darkened. “Fiona!” He blinked rapidly. Where was his gun?

         “J!” she shouted, and then she was gone, her body pulled into the darkness, out of his arms. 

         “Fiona!” he shouted, his bloody hands grasping at nothing but air.

         Jock bolted upright on his mattress, clutching his chest, swiping at the blood but only finding clean, dry skin. He breathed deep, heart racing, whipping his head around his darkened apartment, looking for Fiona.

         He blinked, his brain slowly filtering out his dream from reality. He peered at his shoulders, rubbing them but not finding any wounds, no blood. Nothing. He was, however, hard as a fucking rock, his cock an iron bar in his boxers.

         A dream. A dream that turned into a nightmare. But it wasn’t real. Not real. Jesus, would this be how the mission went? Him dreaming of fucking his charge? Because that was not okay. For fuck’s sake, why did his unconscious have to be a horny bastard? He hadn’t had sex dreams since he was a teenager.

         Save me. Fiona’s voice echoed to him in the dark. He scrambled on the floor for his phone and pressed a button. It rang three times before a soft voice said, “Hello?”

         “You okay?” he asked, trying hard to keep his voice calm.

         “Jock?”

         “Who else? You okay?”

         There was a rustle, like she was turning in her sheets. He swallowed hard as his cock throbbed.

         “Um…” She yawned. “It’s two a.m.”

         “Didn’t ask the time, asked if you were okay.”

         “Right.” There was a smile to her voice. “Well then yes, I’m okay.”

         “Did I wake you?”

         “Uh, not really. I sleep in fits a lot.”

         He didn’t like that. She should be getting a solid eight hours. “’Kay, get some rest.”

         “Is that an order?” Her bedroom voice was killing him.

         “Yeah.”

         “’Kay, will do, Jock.”

         “Later.”

         He hung up and tossed his phone on the floor and then fell back onto the bed with a groan, rubbing the heels of his palms into his eyes. His dick could fucking deal. He wouldn’t be getting anywhere between the legs of Fiona Madden, and that was that.

         Now if he could just tell his subconscious that, maybe he’d make it through this mission without losing his goddamn mind.

         
            *  *  *

         

         The first half of the night Fiona hadn’t slept well. Sundance was fine, snoring in his bed beside hers, but she tossed and turned, thinking about Jock. Would she see him every day? She still had to work. It wasn’t like she could sit and talk with him in her apartment all day. Then the image of Jock’s big body sitting in her kitchen while they drank tea and chit-chatted made her smile. Yeah, she didn’t think she’d have to worry about him trying to take up her time with conversation.
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