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“Balls of fucking steel.”

Reed frowned, looking back at the man who’d stepped up beside him on the steel walkway. “What?”

“You must have balls of steel.” Joey Maynard had to raise his voice over the wind picking up around them. “I can’t believe you actually shut this operation down, Reed. You don’t often hear of a drilling contractor taking on the company boys and coming out with a win and a pay packet at the end of the month.”

Reed stepped onto the helipad at the southwest corner of the rig, watching the dark dot on the horizon grow larger over the churning Gulf of Mexico. The Spirit of Discovery didn’t belong to him—it belonged to Johnson Petroleum Group—but right now, he didn’t give a fuck.

“A pay packet won’t be worth shit at the end of the month if I’m too dead to spend any of it, now will it,” Reed yelled back.

When it came to health and safety, the law was clear. The rig was his to command. The Discovery was shut down until he had answers, and no Company man was going to change that—no matter how loud they shouted. He certainly didn’t give a shit that a bird was inbound carrying senior JPG health and safety officials and an “independent expert” who was probably so far up the company’s ass they couldn’t see daylight.

He’d been dragged from sleep three hours after finishing a twelve-hour shift and told one of the crew had been badly hurt. Carl had suffered a broken tibia and collarbone, three cracked ribs, and a significant concussion. Reed had overseen the medevac to Houston, shut the rig down, sent non-essential personnel ashore, and spent the next hour arguing with JPG’s sniveling site rep.

This helicopter was their next offensive wave.

A stop-work order was sacrosanct. It required independent review to be lifted—if the rig manager agreed. Which Reed didn’t.

Joey grunted. “Yeah, but do you really think these suits give a shit? There’s a reason they earn the dollars they do, Reed, and it ain’t got nothing to do with the number of letters after their names. It’s cutting corners. And dumb schmucks like us doing the hard yards. You think they give a rat’s furry ass about us? Or Carl? Fuck, no. All that’s gonna happen is we’ll get bigwigs crawling all over the rig, poking their noses into everything just to say the guy slipped down some fucking stairs.”

“Let’s just see what this investigation team turns up.”

Reed didn’t elaborate. He’d only known Joey six weeks—long enough to know the man couldn’t keep his mouth shut. Joey was a derrickman, new to the project, and not someone Reed trusted with more than surface-level information.

Carl hadn’t just slipped. Reed was damn sure of it.

He’d flagged that stairwell to JPG’s Director of Health and Safety, Greg Frederickson, two days ago. Locked it down. Requested safety strips and a proper handrail. Frederickson’s office claimed they never received the report.

The real kick in the balls?

Someone on the rig had cleared the hazard on the live register.

The helicopter dipped into its final approach. Reed lifted a hand to keep his hard hat in place as the wind whipped harder. He frowned when he recognized the aircraft.

An Airbus H175.

Not a cheap Robinson.

Just how many people were on that damn bird?

He and Joey waited at the edge of the helipad as the rotors wound down. Even then, the wind forced Reed to keep a hand on his helmet. He glanced west at the darkening sky. If forecasts held, they were all stuck here thirty-six to forty-two hours while a storm rolled through.

It wouldn’t be dangerous.

Just miserable.

The side door slid open. Six people stepped onto the rig.

Three of them moved like land animals.

The suits gave them away immediately, but it was the way they overcorrected for the rig’s movement that sealed it. Reed bit back a grin as they stumbled into each other. Dynamic positioning didn’t mean the rig was immune to the sea—especially not with the wind coming up.

The last three, though, knew exactly how to walk offshore.

He recognized the first two instantly—Rick McClain and Thomas Howe, pilots with Gulf of Mexico Choppers. They’d flown him to this rig and dozens of others over the years.

The woman between them stopped him cold.

She was the only female on the chopper. Dark green coveralls hugged an hourglass figure they had no business flattering. She was shorter than him—five-six, maybe—and vivid red hair escaped her hard hat, whipping around her face. When she turned, still smiling at something Rick had said, Reed felt his heart kick.

Blue eyes. Startling. Like the sea at first light.

She frowned when she caught him staring, and he scowled back, annoyed at being caught ogling a stranger. He shifted his focus to the remaining men and immediately recognized Frederickson.

Not from meeting him—but from the smug face plastered on every JPG safety document that crossed his desk.

“Welcome aboard the Spirit of Discovery,” Joey said, suddenly playing host. Reed didn’t miss the way Joey’s attention locked on the woman. “Why don’t we step in out of the wind so we can be heard?” He offered his arm like they were at a formal ball. “Shall we?”

Reed’s jaw tightened as her eyes lit up and her mouth curved into a smile. “Why, I’d be delighted.”

Even her voice was an invitation.

“Tell me your name, gorgeous, and why a beautiful woman like you is hanging out with stuffed shirts like these?” Joey purred.

Her laugh did strange things to Reed’s heart rate. “My name is Honor Jennings, and I’m here hanging with these stuffed shirts because that’s my job.”

“So, what you’re saying is you’d rather be hanging with me,” Joey said smoothly, tugging her closer. “And I am more than willing to let that happen.”

Reed tuned them out, unsettled by how much this woman affected him as they crossed the narrow walkway toward the office block.

Inside, they stepped into the largest meeting room.

Frederickson didn’t waste time.

“My name is Gregory Frederickson, Director of Health and Safety for Johnson Petroleum Group,” he announced, loud and self-important. “I need to speak immediately to Rig Manager Reed. If neither of you are Reed, move your ass and bring him to me. Immediately.”

Reed stayed where he was, holding Frederickson’s stare until the man blinked first.

JJ had taught him that trick years ago.

“That would be me.”

Frederickson straightened. “This rig is costing JPG seven hundred thousand dollars a day whether it’s running or not. What do we need to do to get you to lift this stop-work and start doing your job? Perhaps freezing your wages—and the rest of your team’s—would help compensate the business for your incompetence. I know it might be hard for you roughnecks with little to no education to understand, but this is big business.”

Joey winced. “Jeeze dude, you got a death wish or something?”

Reed stepped into Frederickson’s space, savoring the flinch. “You think you can come on my rig and speak to me like I’m nothing? You’d better hope I don’t show you the kind of education a roughneck gets on a daily fucking basis. Freeze our wages? I fucking dare you. My lawyer will tear you and every other white-collar asshole apart. You sit in ivory towers making millions off our blood and sweat. If you think I don’t know the laws that protect my people, you’re even thicker than the shit I think you are. Now—before I forget there’s a lady in the room and really start cussing—why don’t you take a seat and we’ll start this investigation? The sooner you’re off my rig, the better I’ll feel.”

“Don’t hold back on my account.”

Reed turned.

Honor stood just to his left, hands on her hips, eyes blazing with fury that sent heat straight through him.

Anger looked damned good on her.
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Chapter Two
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“Don’t be a prick, Greg.”

Honor heard the snarl in her own voice and didn’t give a shit. Her Irish heritage wasn’t just responsible for her hair and coloring—it fed her temper, too. “We both know you have no authority or right to freeze wages. If you think the guys on this rig are going to pay any attention to your overinflated ego and blustering, then you really are as thick as Mr. Reed just said you are.”

Greg’s gaze slid to her, hard and cold. “Honor, you’re here at our request to satisfy the curiosity of our board, and no other reason.” His eyes flicked to Joey. “Perhaps you might find something else to hold your attention while my team handles this mess. I know from personal experience that you aren’t above taking time out on the job to seek ... more intimate knowledge of those you’re working with.”

Heat rose in her cheeks, but she refused to wilt. She felt Reed tense beside her and knew he was about to step in.

She beat him to it.

“For Christ’s sake, Greg.” Contempt sharpened her voice. “If you want everyone in the room to know that you and I fucked once, then just say it. Innuendo was never your strong point—and apparently good taste in men was never one of mine.”

Joey’s quick laugh turned into a cough.

“Putting aside that little mistake—and, yes, I do mean little—investigating this morning’s incident will more than hold my attention. I’m not here at JPG’s request. Your board did everything they could to keep me off that chopper, and yet here I am. Why? Because the Ocean Energy Safety Institute has a state mandate to investigate offshore health and safety violations. So, I suggest you pull up your big boy panties and deal with it. This rig remains under stop-work until the OESI and Mr. Reed are satisfied.”
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