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THE SHARP slap of skin against wood. Polished brass flashing under the harsh midday sun. Rows of men in dress uniforms. The haunting notes of Taps on a military bugle. The inward jolt of muscles as rifles barked, discordant against muffled sobs. The acrid cloud of gunpowder coalescing as the gunfire of the twenty-one-gun salute was punctuated by shouts, more gunfire. And blood. Buckets of it.

Riley O’Brien lurched awake. The dream didn’t come as often as it once did, but for his life and the six pack he’d polished off last night, he couldn’t figure out what had triggered its return. PTSD was a bastard on the best of days and this one was already shaping up to head south. The new OIM was due today, which meant a command performance from him.

He showered, brushed his teeth, but after running fingertips through his stubble, opted against a shave. Don Taggert, the previous Offshore Installation Manager, had been more wildcatter than oil executive, and as long as safety protocols weren’t jeopardized, the man didn’t give a rat’s ass about personal grooming. He’d retired and left the platform two weeks previously. The rig admin, toolpusher, and maintenance supervisor had managed to keep the Gulf Trident upright, afloat, and drilling oil and gas since Tag’s departure.

The deep-sea drilling platform had its own rhythm and way of life. In the past four months, Riley had come to understand its 24/7 pulsing heartbeat. That had changed 48 hours previously when word came down that a new OIM was due to arrive on-board. One Taylor Dagny, straight from the home office of Delta-Dansk International Oil Company, would be on the first helo of the day. Everyone was expecting a suit and that suited no one. They might be in the middle of the Gulf of Mexico and Gulf Trident employees might resemble the population of a small city, but it was still a drilling platform. The workers were rough and ready. Drilling was hard, dirty work and often dangerous. The general consensus pointed to the fact that it took one to know one. Tag had been one. This new OIM? He’d have a lot to prove.

Wearing jeans, work boots, and a faded company T-shirt, Riley wandered into the galley. Graveyard shift employees lingered. They’d be flown off the platform today in a planned rotation. Day shift was already on duty. Their group would rotate out next week and the week after would be the night shift. That put at least two full contingent of workers on-board who knew what had been happening with the drilling operation. In the meantime, Riley had to be up on the helipad watching arrivals and departures. Ah, the fun and games of being Chief Safety Officer.

On days like this, he missed being on the Teams. Sort of. A little. Mostly he didn’t miss it at all, thanks to the fucking nightmares and PTSD. Hair prickled on the back of his neck and that age-old feeling of someone tromping across his grave punched him in the gut. Who the hell was he kidding? He missed his brothers-in-arms with ever fiber of his being, and especially now when every instinct insisted trouble was coming. Riley, despite what he was, didn’t believe in all that psychic mumbo-jumbo. But spend enough time in a war zone, a man learned to pay attention to what his gut told him. He had no clue what was coming, no way to define what the trouble might be but it was damn sure more than just a change in bosses. He forced a deep breath into his lungs when he realized he’d been all but panting. Yeah, he’d had this same exact feeling that night in Mexico, too. The same night Trix died in his arms.

Shaking off the ghosts of his past, Riley grabbed a heavy white mug and hit the air pot for a cup of Dark Roast. Strolling through the galley, he exchanged nods and a few glib remarks with those lingering as he headed toward the stairwell that would spit him out on the main deck. He’d grab his shit in his office on the bridge, then head up to the helipad to wait. Part of his job was checking employees in and out. Everyone had to be accounted for. Any new hires had to come through his office for safety and emergency training. And being honest, he admitted he was damn curious about their new OIM. 

For the past few years, he’d knocked around picking up odd security jobs until his cousin, a petroleum engineer, got him a job on a drilling platform as an assistant safety officer. He’d learned a lot, found he had an aptitude for it, and didn’t mind living at sea for months on end. Four months ago, he’d landed this particular position because there was something going on and the head honchos wanted to find out what. He had a few tricks up his sleeve that helped with the job. For the most part, he didn’t have much to do—the occasional search and confiscation of illegal drugs, checking for other contraband when the supply ships came and went, petty theft, the occasional drunken fight, and—as he was currently doing—dealing with the rotation of personnel.

He spoke into the two-way radio he carried 24/7, checking with the rig administrator about the ETA on the incoming helo. The first set of workers heading for R&R were already gathered topside, lounging around the doors to the bridge, one flight of stairs down from the helicopter pad. They wore comfortable civvies and were joking and laughing. They were headed home to families, girlfriends or boyfriends. Some were headed to New Orleans to rabble-rouse and they’d find willing bodies there to party with. Delta-Dansk had a fleet of helos to ferry personnel and emergency supplies. All the rest came in by ship.

Riley shaded his eyes. Smoke smudged the horizon, invisible to the human eye. Good thing he wasn’t. Human, that is. That would be the tanker steaming in to pick up its load of crude. Above the sound of seabirds, he picked up the faint whump-whump-whump of the throaty Rolls Royce engines powering the Agusta Westland helicopter. For the first time in awhile, a surge of curiosity bubbled in his blood stream.

His radio crackled with instructions to change to the aviation channel. He snagged the a set of headphones hanging on the railing and whistled to the first 20 hands lined up down below. He tapped his ear and they all dutifully added ear protection. Safety first, right? Riley scanned the horizon, noted the tanker was visible now. Gazing north, he waited for that first glint of red and silver that would mark the incoming company helo.

The bird didn’t take long to swoop into sight. The Westland could seat 22 passengers and two crew members—the pilot and co-pilot, and with those big Rolls engines, the thing moved fast. Riley squatted down on the stair landing just off the helipad. With grace and style, the helo settled dead center of the pad. Riley gave the pilot a few seconds to slow the rotors. They wouldn’t spend much down time—only long enough to switch passengers and offload any gear.

The co-pilot met him on the pad, the two of them shaking hands. Riley handled the door, lowering the exit steps, while the co-pilot accessed the cargo area. Incoming personnel were expected to grab their own gear, just like the outgoing would stash theirs. He checked his folder. The relief crew were all old hands. The only newbie would be the OIM. They hadn’t been able to pick up any scuttlebutt but it didn’t matter. The guy still landed straight in Riley’s lap because it didn’t matter how many rigs and platforms an employee had worked. They went through Riley’s version of Safety 101 within the first hour of arriving on the Trident. 

Sixteen men and four women exited, some tossing him a wave or grin, a couple throwing salutes his way. They lined up single file along the side of the helo, grabbed their bags and hustled down the stairs, with Riley checking off each name. There was only one left—Taylor Dagny. Only no one else was coming off the bird. Riley arched a brow at the co-pilot, who shrugged. Climbing into the passenger area, he discovered the problem. The smell of vomit hung in the air. Great. Their new OIM suffered from motion sickness.

Beyond the sickly-sweet stench, another scent lingered—a scent that woke up his other half. The damn thing rippled just beneath Riley’s skin. What the fuck? No one appeared to be in the passenger cabin but there were sounds—and scents coming from the compartment at the rear of cabin. Dagny was hiding in the head. The closer he got to the source, the more agitated he became.

Riley tapped on the door. “Mr. Dagny? You okay in there?”

The door popped open and he had to back up in a rush to keep from taking a rap on the nose.

“Ms.,” the woman standing in the cramped stall said as all those black feelings left over from his nightmare crashed over Riley.
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Chapter 2
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TAYLOR STARED at the scruffy man just a step away. “And you are?”

He stared back. Unblinking. And Taylor had to fight the urge to back up and shut the door in his face. Bad enough she’d spent half the flight sequestered in the tiny john throwing up and now this testosterone-laden male was confronting her? She had to snatch the upper hand and hang onto control or he would roll right over her.

“O’Brien,” he drawled. “Chief Safety Officer.”

She raised her chin and one eyebrow and hoped to everything holy that he didn’t notice the flush she felt creeping toward her cheeks or the way her lungs burned with the need to take a deep breath. “I’ll schedule you in for a meeting.”

“No, ma’am.” He smirked a little. Okay, he smirked a lot. Any man would have clued in to the fact she was attempting to brush him off, but he wasn’t just any man. He was a Wolf.  And her reaction told him a whole lot more than she’d be comfortable with him knowing. The animal that lived inside him boosted his instincts, his senses, and at the moment, the damn thing was running around in circles and yipping like one of those little purse dogs. Not to mention that his dick was so hard it might break if he had to take a step.

Taylor straightened her shoulders and lifted her chin. She’d been warned about the kind of men who worked as roughnecks—operative word being rough. “Excuse me?” She added a touch of icy sneer to her voice and expression. She’d spent years watching her father and practiced his demeanor as often as she could.

“You’ll schedule me right now because no one—no one gets cleared aboard the Trident until they’ve completed basic safety training with me. That includes the new OIM.”

She scowled and it was all Riley could do to keep from kissing her right there. She stepped into him, chin still jutting, and eyes the color of the Gulf sparking with anger. He got lost in those eyes for a minute. A dark blue ring set off the gray-blue of her irises and his wolf was fascinated.

“Get out of my way, Mr. O’Brien.”

“Riley.”

“Move, Mr. O’Brien.”

He turned, giving her just enough room to squeeze past him. “After you, Ms. Dagny.” He hadn’t imagined the slight accent in her voice. He remained stoic when he wanted to grin. Oh yeah, the boys and girls were in for some fun times with this woman. And he couldn’t wait. In the meantime, he had every intention of staking his claim and getting her naked between his sheets. Or hers. He didn’t care where, only when and how.
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O’BRIEN DIDN’T touch her as he walked her through his safety orientation. Taylor had come to a few conclusions during the process. First, he’d been serious. Every new arrival on the Gulf Trident had to endure this walk through of safety procedures and the man had quoted the regulations to her, chapter and verse. Second, she was able to tour the entire facility to make her own assessments. Third, Riley O’Brien was far too sexy for her own good. She’d managed to watch him surreptitiously. He wasn’t drop-dead gorgeous handsome in the traditional sense. His photo would never appear on a magazine cover. No, he was too brawny and scraggly for that, despite the current fashion of designer scruff. His eyes were too sharp—taking in and seeing everything. An excellent trait for a safety officer but rather disconcerting for the new boss whose heart fluttered whenever those piercing, all-knowing eyes of his turned her direction. Which was far too frequently and way out of her comfort zone.

By the time they’d finished, she wanted a cold shower, her vibrator, and some time alone. He left her at the door to her quarters—not much more than a small bedroom, sitting room, and private bath. Still, she didn’t have to share and it was a five-star suite compared to the crew’s quarters.

“Your bag from the helo has been delivered. The rest of your luggage arrives on the regular supply ship three days from now. He gave her a slow up-and-down perusal that set her pulse to racing and brought a knowing smirk to his expression—as if he knew what she thinking. God help her if he did! He turned to walk away, paused. “You need to lose the boardroom suit and heels, duchess. We work for a living around here. Not to mention the safety factor.”

And then he was gone, leaving her sputtering in his wake. Damn the man and his muddy green eyes with gold flecks that caught the sunlight. Work. Yes. She was here to work. Her predecessor had retired precipitously two weeks ago and left the platform. She’d been working since she graduated, with multiple degrees in petroleum engineering, toward this moment. She was the OIM—Offshore Installation Manager. This whole platform was hers to run. Despite what her father believed, she was capable of doing that precise thing. She was worth more than being used as a corporate wife and heir machine to the undeserving minion of his choice. By the time her year here was finished, she would prove him wrong. She was every bit as smart and capable as her brother. She was better, if her father would just get over his misogynistic myopia and admit it.

All she had to do was stay away from Riley—wait! What had he called her? Duchess? Taylor wanted to march down the narrow corridor after him and give him a piece of her mind. What did he mean by that? There’d be no way he could know. It wasn’t like she was actual royalty. Much. And she didn’t have a title, her mother did. And it wasn’t duchess. But still.

Her stomach took that moment to grumble. How could she be hungry after spewing everything she’d eaten in the last 48 hours?

“You need to eat something,” a sly voice echoed from around the corner. “Galley is open twenty-four seven.”

Arrogant man!

Riley’s wolf was clawing to get out and return to the damn woman. Shoving his hands in the pockets of his jeans to hide the claws he fought to control, he all but jogged to his office on the bridge. He just needed to stay away from her, because his reaction? Not cool. Not cool at all. Being a Wolf and a SEAL, he’d never lacked for female companionship. And, being a Wolf and a SEAL, he’d never had such a visceral reaction to any woman.

He couldn’t think about her. Not in that way. Despite what his wolf thought he wanted. He didn’t have time for anything more than a quick roll in the hay. Because this woman was not his mate. Nope. Not happening. He’d seen other moonstruck Wolves and that wasn’t him. Taylor Dagny was stiff and formal, and absolutely the opposite of what he wanted or needed in a mate. Not that he was looking for a mate. He was a lone Wolf. That was his story and he was sticking to it because the gods couldn’t be perverse enough to stick him with a stiff-necked duchess.
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