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RUTHLESS

 

 

Bodyguard.

 

Protector.

 

Security Detail.

 

I wasn’t supposed to join the Marines and serve three tours. I’d been groomed to be another kind of warrior. Since I could walk, I’d been primed to take over the family business. Build the real estate empire bigger, ruthlessly fight my way to the top—make everyone richer.

 

Instead, I’d enlisted. Wanting to protect my country, not a bank account, I’d turned my back on the family business and given the Marines eight years. Now I was a bodyguard for the best personal security firm in the business, and life was perfectly uncomplicated… until an innocent redhead smiled at me and destroyed everything.

 

 

Now she was about to find out how ruthless a bodyguard could be.
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For Jeff and Kristen
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“HE RAN TOWARD ME, TAIL wagging, big ears flapping, and landed with his two giant paws on my chest, he was that big.” She grinned. “I was lucky I didn’t fall clear on my a—” She stopped herself. “I mean, I was lucky he didn’t knock me over.” She laughed nervously. “It was adorable. Well, if you like that sort of thing, you know, dogs. Do you like dogs?”

She was babbling.

Three in the morning, and she was still fucking talking. She hadn’t stopped talking for over six hours.

I didn’t say shit.

I didn’t have to.

She kept going.

“I mean, what’s not to like? Dogs are amazing. So yeah, I didn’t mind when he gave me a big welcoming kiss.” Holding her tablet and her phone precariously in one hand, she again went to lift another chair.

Again I stopped her. Taking the chair, stacking it on the others I’d already placed, I moved around the table and grabbed the last three chairs.

She inhaled deeply and let it out in a rush. “Well, I guess that’s it for the rental chairs.” Holding her tablet and phone against her chest, she scanned the lanai, then her gaze drifted to the bar that had been set up for her boss’s party. “Thanks for your help. I really appreciate it, but you didn’t have to stay for cleanup.” She smiled. “I’m sure that wasn’t on your list of bodyguard responsibilities.”

Personal protection, I mentally corrected her.

She waved her hand through the air as she spun in a half circle, and her wild red curls bounced around her face. “I’m just going to… do something about the remaining alcohol so my boss doesn’t have to deal with it in the morning. Then this party will officially be over and I can find another party to plan.” Her smile dropped. “And another boss, er, client.” She blew a strand of hair off her face. “But she was a really good boss. Nice, you know?”

Her current boss was a client of the personal security firm I worked for. My shift had ended over an hour ago, but for some reason I was still here, staring at the red curl that had fallen over her face for the thousandth time tonight. And her ass.

Black silk hugging her curves, she waved her hand over her shoulder. “Anyhoo, you can go. I’m sure you have much better things to do than listen to me talk your ear off. And my boss seems to be safe from whatever you and the other bodyguards were protecting her from. No one told me what happened, and it would be unprofessional of me to pry, so I’m not, I swear, but I know something happened. Or, at least I think it did. Anyway, whatever it was, it seems fine now, so you can go.” She corralled three bottles of booze from the bar in the arm that wasn’t holding her tablet and phone and brought them to her chest like she was going to lift them all at once. “I’ll just take these into the kitchen where the catering company can pick them up tomorrow. Thanks again for your help.”

I saw the accident waiting to happen a mile away.

Fortunately, I wasn’t a mile away. I was two strides, and I took them.

I reached her as the middle bottle slipped from her grasp, and I caught it.

She laughed. “Wow. You’re like a ninja. I think that’s the fifth time tonight you’ve saved me from dropping something.”

Eleventh.

I took the other two bottles from her, and she reached for three more.

“Seriously.” She swept her arm around her haul. “You don’t have to help. I got this.” Her phone slipped out of her grasp. “Oh!”

I caught her phone, but then I lost my patience. “Enough.” I took her tablet and shoved the bottles away from her.

Her eyes went wide, and she blinked. “Oh. Oh wow.”

I put my hand on her shoulder and steered her toward a stool in front of the bar. “Sit.” I tossed her tablet and phone on the bar and grabbed a glass and the whiskey.

Her ass landed on the stool. “That’s the first time you’ve spoken to me in… hours.”

I poured a double and shoved the tumbler toward her. “Drink.”

She blinked again. “But I don’t drink alcohol.”

“Start.”

“Ohh-kay.” She drew the word out, picking up the glass.

Except she didn’t drink. She looked up at me like she’d been looking at me all night—with big, hazel doe eyes, and the single thought I’d been trying to avoid since I first laid eyes on her came back in spades.

Her, submitting.

Under me, over me, on her knees, I didn’t care. I’d imagined a hundred ways to take her, and all of them involved the same thing. Dominating the fuck out of her nervous energy and innocence.

She swirled the glass in a move that I was sure wasn’t practiced for seduction, but was merely because she didn’t sit still. “Any particular reason for the drink?”

“Pick one.” There were dozens.

She was a hot mess.

She never shut up.

Her hair was everywhere.

She dropped everything.

Her black dress was too tight.

She smiled too much, and she was innocent to the point of naïve. But I wanted to fuck her more than any woman I’d ever laid eyes on.

“Okay.” She smiled wide. “How about to new friends?”

“I’m not your friend.” Friends didn’t have the thoughts I was having.

Hurt filtered across her features before she masked it. “Oh.” She shifted on the stool, and her foot slipped from the footrest. “Oops.” She righted herself with a shy smile. “Well, how about to scotch with a stranger?”

“It’s whiskey.”

She dropped her gaze and her voice. “Right.” Bringing the glass to her lips, she tentatively took a sip. Her face scrunched up, and she put the glass down. “Yeah, so, that’s why I don’t drink. I mean, I’ve tried it.” She half laughed. “Believe me, in my line of work, I’ve tried all kinds of alcohol. But nope, not for me. Not this girl. I’m just not cut out for the finer things in life I guess. Cheap date and all that.” Her hand flew to her mouth as she looked up at me. “Oh! Not that I was implying this was a date or anything remotely close to it. I mean, I get it. You….” Her gaze dropped to my chest, and she waved her hand. “I mean, you, you can—” She blew out a breath. “Yeah. Not a date. Not with me.” She shook her head, and a sad smile touched her full lips. “Not with me,” she repeated.

Christ. “What do you drink?”

Her head cocked, but her body stilled. “What?”

“Drink?”

“Oh. My favorite drink?” She blushed. “It’s lemonade.”

Lemonade.

I’d killed a man earlier that night in defense of her boss, and she wanted lemonade.
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HIS HAND LANDED ON MY nape, and I almost jumped out of my skin.

“Let’s go.” His deep voice, more quiet than baritone, was one hundred percent commanding as he pushed the glass in front of me away and ushered me off my stool—a stool he’d told me to sit on.

“Go where?” I managed, but not without a shiver.

“To eat.”

“I… um….” Okay, wow. I did not see that coming. “It’s three o’clock in the morning.” I only pointed out the obvious because I couldn’t go out to eat with him. I couldn’t even handle having his hand on me. My whole body felt like pins and needles from a single touch.

“This is Miami,” he clipped.

I knew where we were. I’d lived here most of my life. I wasn’t saying there weren’t places open to eat, there were lots, and they’d be busy after the clubs closed—not that I knew firsthand, but I’d driven home late plenty of times. I saw all the pretty women in their skimpy outfits with their beautiful bodies, and I wasn’t that. I didn’t fit in with that kind of crowd.

But Mr. Bodyguard definitely did.

Well over six feet, full of muscles, and unlike most guys you saw around Miami Beach, he had almost white-blond hair and piercing blue eyes. In fact, he looked so much like another blond-haired man I frequently saw in the local media that I’d had my suspicions about who he might be related to since I’d first met him yesterday. But I hadn’t had a single free moment in the past twenty-four hours to check my hunch with an internet search. Not that it mattered who he was, because I didn’t have a chance with someone like him. Staring up at his perfect jaw and the almost angry expression he’d worn since I’d met him only drove that point home.

I had no business sharing a meal with him. “I can’t go out to eat with you.”

He paused, and his intense stare cut to me. “Can’t or won’t?”

“Does it matter?” I hedged, fighting another shiver as the warmth of his touch spread from my neck to my shoulders. I stupidly wondered what it would feel like if he dropped his hand. The deep V down the back of my dress showed more skin than I normally did, but this party tonight had called for a special dress.

My client’s party was at her palatial estate, and while it wasn’t specifically a black-tie affair like some of the parties I’d organized for other clients, everyone had come dressed to impress. Including the blond bodyguard next to me, who was in a perfectly cut suit that fit his narrow hips and bulging biceps.

I was glad I’d found my dress on the clearance rack last week. It was just edgy and unique enough with an uneven hem and conservative cut in front, but sexy dipping V in back, that I’d bought it immediately. It’d been a little tight, and it’d cut into my funds way more than I was comfortable with, but I thought I’d pulled it off. More than half a dozen people tonight inquired about my services, so I was calling it a win.

Except right now I didn’t feel like a winner with a giant, muscled ex-Marine bodyguard staring down at me like he was dissecting me. And he was an ex-Marine. That had been the only bit of personal information I’d been able to get out of him when he’d relented and answered one of the hundred questions I must’ve thrown at him over the past few hours.

I couldn’t help it.

He made me nervous, and when I got nervous, I rambled.

A lot.

“You need to eat,” he stated. “You missed dinner.”

“I….” I stopped. “How do you know I missed dinner?”

“You were working.”

“So were you.” I liked it far too much that he noticed anything about me, even if it was something small and silly like that I’d been too busy making sure the party went smoothly to help myself to any of the delicious-looking hors d’oeuvres

“I’m fine,” he countered with no intonation in his voice.

“Well, so am I,” I lied. I was starving. “I can stand to miss a few meals.”

He scowled. “No, you can’t.”

I couldn’t help it. I laughed.

His frown deepened. “I wasn’t joking.”

“I know. That’s what’s so funny.” I was sure he didn’t date women like me with full hips and non-athletic bodies.

His scowl turned up another notch, and his hand landed on the back of my neck again, but he dropped the missing meals comment. “Let’s go. I’m driving.”

Reaching for my phone and tablet on the bar, I hated myself for the next words that came out of my mouth. “Thanks for the offer, but its fine, really. I’m good. I’ll grab something at home after I finish cleaning up here. I don’t like to leave a client to deal with a mess after an event. It’s unprofessional. So really, I’m good here. You can leave.” I turned and reached for a few of the bottles of liquor to carry them inside and braced myself for another of his bossy comebacks.

But it didn’t happen.

Nothing happened.

There was only silence.

Like total, utter, I didn’t even hear the water on the intracoastal slapping against the seawall silence.

He’d left.

He had to have.

No one was that quiet.

Exhaling, not sure if I was disappointed or glad, I tucked my phone and tablet against my chest, then grabbed two more bottles. Turning, I almost dropped all five bottles in shock.

Arms crossed, not two feet in front of me, he stood staring. Hard. “Are you involved with someone?”

My heart slammed into my chest, my mouth went dry, and my phone decided to slip from between my breasts.

Before it slammed onto the travertine-tiled lanai, he grabbed it, and the back of his fingers brushed across my stomach. My mouth popped open with an involuntary gasp as heat rushed between my legs.

Holding my phone in one hand, he grasped three of the bottles by their necks in his other hand. “I asked you a question.”

Involved. I swallowed past the sudden dryness in my mouth and squeaked out an answer. “No, I’m not seeing anyone.”

He set the bottles on the bar and grabbed the remaining two from me only to put them down next to the others. “Then why do you object to eating a meal with me?”

“This isn’t a date,” I blurted, suddenly feeling naked without my bottle armor.

He didn’t hesitate with a clipped response. “If I were asking you on a date, you would know it.”

My pride took a hit, and I dropped my gaze. “Of course.” Jeez, how humiliating.

“Grab what you need,” he stated in the same bossy, emotionless tone.

“Okay, wait.” I held a hand up. I’d been on my feet over twelve hours. I hadn’t eaten since lunch yesterday, and I was sure I smelled less than fresh. I didn’t need any more humiliation in my life. I didn’t want to sit across from him at some restaurant and inhale food, or worse, pretend I lived on salad without dressing. I wasn’t going to dinner with him. I wasn’t going anywhere with him, no matter how scarily hot he was. Inhaling, I steeled my resolve. “Mr. Sawyer, as I’m sure you can appreciate, I’m pretty tired. Thanks for the offer, but I am respectfully declining your invita—”

“Sawyer isn’t my last name,” he interrupted.

Caught off guard, for once I didn’t say anything.

He kept staring at me. Then a glimmer of anger flashed across his face. “Savatier,” he clipped, not pronouncing the r. “Sawyer is my first name.”

My jaw dropped.

His name rolling off his tongue with disdain did nothing to camouflage the beauty of the exotic-sounding surname or its significance. Savatier Enterprises. Savatier Holdings. Savatier Center for the Arts.

I closed my mouth and forced myself to swallow.

Savatier Stadium.

I swallowed again.

I was a fool. All night, in my nervousness around him, I’d pathetically name dropped, talking about former clients and the events I’d planned. I’d even stupidly asked if we knew any of the same people because one of the few questions he answered for me was to tell me he was from Miami.

“You’re….” I cleared my throat. “You’re Sullivan Savatier’s son.” The elusive, never photographed, military hero son.

A shadow fell across the sharp angles of his face and his jaw ticked. “Yes.”

He looked just like him. I knew it. I knew it. But I couldn’t believe it. The Savatiers were billionaires from real estate, big real estate, all over south Florida. From high-rises to the new sports complex for the professional football team, they owned any property worth owning. The Savatiers were the closest thing to American royalty.

And Sawyer Savatier had just asked me to dinner.

The Sawyer Savatier.
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“YOU’RE….” SHE CLEARED HER THROAT. “You’re Sullivan Savatier’s son.”

It wasn’t a question, but I answered anyway. “Yes.”

“But you’re a bodyguard.” She said bodyguard like it was shit. “Why would you be doing this-this”—she waved her hand around—“body guarding, party cleanup stuff when you can be doing… whatever it is your father does?”

My jaw ticked. “I am not my father.”

“Ohh-kay.” She quietly drew the word out before pointing over her shoulder. “I’m just going to… go.” She abruptly spun and reached behind the bar, picking up a bright yellow purse that was half the size of a damn combat loadout.

Christ. “Genevieve.”

She froze for half a second. Then she turned to me, and a big, fake smile spread across her pretty face as she hefted her bag over her shoulder. “Yes?”

“You like burgers?” A diner a few miles away was the only place I could think of that would have lemonade. But the more important question was why the hell I wasn’t walking away.

She laughed, and her purse slid off her shoulder. “Who doesn’t? But that’s not the issue. I don’t need a burger.”

That was exactly the issue. “You’re eating.” I took her heavy purse off her arm. “Let’s go.” My hand landed on the small of her back, right below the dip in her dress that showed off too much of her smooth skin.

She stiffened. “Really, Mr. Savatier, you—”

“Sawyer,” I corrected, hefting her bag that was twice as heavy as it looked.

“Right.” In a rare moment of stillness, she clasped her hands across her tablet and phone and looked up at me for three seconds. “I can’t go to dinner with you.”

Jesus. This was a first. “I’m not asking you to bed, Genevieve.” Not yet.

Her face flushed bright red. “Okay.” She held a hand up and laughed as she dropped eye contact. “Pretty sure you already made that crystal clear. I don’t need any more clarification.” Her voice turned quieter. “I got it.”

Fighting for patience, I exhaled. The fact that getting her lemonade was taking precedence over me hitting my bed for a solid five hours should have had me questioning my sanity. “Self-pity is indulgent. It’s dinner, and I’m driving. It’s not a date.” I was an asshole for throwing that last part out, but she’d pissed me off when she’d turned me down after finding out who I was.

“Fine.” She shook her head and the curl fell over her face again. “But I’m driving myself there.”

I wanted to argue, but I didn’t. Taking the win, I led her across the lanai, through the kitchen and out the front door. For the first time all night, she didn’t babble as I took her to her car and opened the driver door. In fact, she didn’t say a word. I handed her purse back, and her head practically disappeared inside as she dug around for her keys.

She was a fucking mess. She needed a search party to find anything, she dropped everything, and I’d never met another person who talked more than she did. She was the opposite of me in every single way. Yet here I stood, watching her dig through her purse.

When her keys rattled for the third time, I took her bag. Shoving my hand in, I palmed them on the first try and held them and her purse out to her.

“Oh.” She put her cell and tablet in her purse as I held it, then she took it and her keys. “Thanks.” She blew out a breath and the errant curl shifted.

I wanted to fist a handful of her hair. “Do you know where Mel’s diner is?”

Her head bobbed with a yes as she said, “No.”

I frowned. “No, you don’t know where it is?”

“No, I can’t do this.” Her expression earnest, she clutched her keys and her purse to her chest. “I’m sorry.”

This wasn’t the military, and she wasn’t my subordinate. I couldn’t order her to share a meal with me. Schooling my expression, I clipped out a response. “Understood.” I tipped my chin at her car. “Get in. I’ll make sure you get home.”

Her head was shaking and her curls were bouncing before I’d finished my sentence. “Not that either.”

I studied her for a moment. Her eyes weren’t blue or green or brown, but a combo of all three. Her lips were full, her features were delicate, and she really was stunning, but she looked nervous as hell, more so than she had all night. Instinct kicked in. “Where do you live?” Who did she live with?

She laughed uncomfortably. “Nowhere a Savatier would step foot in.”

“This is about an address?” I shouldn’t have told her my last name. Her reaction wasn’t unique. Women usually acted one of two ways when they realized who my family was. They either wanted a piece of me at any cost, or they did exactly what Genevieve was doing right now—they backed the hell off.

The latter was rare.

Which was why I was still standing here.

She made a derisive sound. “You think it isn’t?”

“I don’t presume.” The Marines had taught me not to.

She let out a sigh. “Well, Mr. Savatier, maybe you should. Even if you do have a regular job for now, okay, not regular or even common, but still a working-class job, you’re still a Savatier.” She got behind the wheel of her beat-down Grand Cherokee. “Good night.” She jammed the key into the ignition and turned it.

It clicked, then nothing happened.

“Damn it,” she muttered, pumping her foot on the gas and trying again.

Still nothing.

“Come on.” It looked like she was getting dinner after all. “I’ll take you home after we eat.”

Her eyebrows drew together. “You can just give me a jump. I know I need a new battery. I mean, I need lots of things, so it could be something else, but still. You’re not even going to look under the hood?”

“No.”

“But… you were a Marine.”

I didn’t reply. I took her purse off her lap.

Making no move to stop me, her frown deepened. “You carry a gun.”

I held my hand out.

She looked at me like I was crazy. “You’re an ex-Marine billionaire bodyguard who not only comes from the wealthiest family in Florida, but you work for the best personal security firm in the business, and you can’t fix cars?”

“No,” I lied.

Her eyes narrowed. “I’m pretty sure you went to college.”

Online degree while I was enlisted. Engineering. But I didn’t tell her that. “I’ll have someone take a look at it.” I’d text the guy my boss André Luna brought on after one of our last jobs. Luna had him sitting at base watching security feeds twelve hours a day while he finished vetting him. He’d probably jump at the chance to get out of the office.

“Who?” Genevieve asked suspiciously, taking her keys out of the ignition.

“His name is Ty.” I helped her out of her Jeep.

“Who’s that?”

“Another Luna and Associates employee.”

“Another bodyguard?”

Not bothering to correct her terminology, I led her to my company vehicle. “Yes.”

“Is he as good-looking as the rest of you?”

My jaw ticked at her last four words. Two other Luna and Associates guys, Tyler and Collins, had been here on the assignment all night, as well as two men, Dane Marek and Jared Brandt, who we’d served with. We were all ex-Marines, and we all knew how to handle ourselves. I wasn’t surprised she’d noticed the other guys, but I didn’t like it. “I’m not a connoisseur of men’s looks.”

She smirked. “You don’t look in the mirror each day?”

I opened the passenger door of the Escalade. “Your indirect compliment isn’t necessary.”

“I can’t compliment you? Not that I was being indirect. I’m pretty sure I talk too much around you to be indirect about anything. And I’m definitely sure you look in the mirror every day.” She gave me one of her small, nervous laughs. “I don’t need to tell you you’re good-looking.”

I’d bet my bank account she talked too much all the time. Ignoring her comments, I helped her into the SUV. “Keys.” I held my hand out.

She dumped them in my hand without making contact. “For the record, I could’ve called for a tow myself.”

“Now you don’t have to.”

She leaned back in her seat, and her shoulders slumped. “I don’t even know why I’m letting you talk me into this.”

Because she was tired and probably hungry. “Because you know I’ll handle it.” And this woman needed help.

Her stomach growled, and she laughed outright as her hand landed under her full breasts. “Well, that’s embarrassing.”

And completely unacceptable. “I’m taking you to eat.” I shut her door before she could protest.

Striding to the Cherokee, I stashed her keys on the rear tire, then pulled my cell out as I walked back to the Escalade and sent a text to Ty, asking him if he knew shit about cars.

He texted back immediately.

Ty: Fix your own damn Range Rover

I fired off a response.

Me: Not my vehicle. Green Grand Cherokee. It’s parked in the driveway at the address of the assignment I was on tonight. Won’t start. I need you to handle it. Keys are on back left tire.

He replied as I got behind the wheel of the Escalade.

Ty: Whose Jeep?

Me: Just get it fixed. Let me know what I owe you.

Ty: It’s fucking 3 a.m. What do you expect me to do?

I sighed.

“Problem?” Genevieve asked.

“No.” I started the SUV and responded to Ty.

Me: Probably the battery. Figure it out.

I glanced at Genevieve. “What’s your address?”

She hesitated then rattled it off.

I sent the address to Ty and told him to deliver the Cherokee to her place after he got it running. Tossing my cell onto the center console, I threw the Escalade into drive.

“So, what are the chances you’ll take me directly home?” she asked quietly.

“None.” I pulled out of the driveway. “I’m taking you to eat first.”
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I GAVE UP PROTESTING AND stared out the window at the quiet, dark streets of Bal Harbour before Sawyer drove over the bridge and off the exclusive island.

I kept my mouth shut for five whole minutes before I couldn’t take his silence anymore. “Can I ask you a question?”

“Yes.” His deep voice rumbled around the quiet interior of the giant SUV as his scent filled my head with thoughts I had no business thinking.

“Do you have a girlfriend?” I dared to ask.

“No,” he answered immediately with no intonation.

I couldn’t handle his emotionless responses to every question I’d fired at him today. I didn’t know what that meant. I’d seen him frown plenty of times. I got it, I was irritating him, but then why was he so insistent on taking me out to eat at three o’clock in the morning of all times? It didn’t fit. Nothing about him fit.

His suit was custom made, his hair was perfectly trimmed, the five o’clock shadow he sported was magazine cover model sexy, and his shoes cost more than I made in a week. He spoke with a courtesy that went beyond manners, his watch was a Vacheron Constantin, and he smelled like money and sandalwood.

Everything about him was refined.

Except it wasn’t.

His muscles were bigger than any man’s I’d ever seen in the elite social circles of Miami’s upper crust. They were bigger than any man’s I’d ever seen, period. He carried a gun in a holster under his left arm, his eyes never stopped scanning, and his clipped, emotionless responses to my questions weren’t out of boredom or irritation alone, they were guarded.

His intensity, the set of his shoulders, the way he clasped his hands in front of him and stood with his feet slightly apart, all of it was guarded.

But when he actually made eye contact and looked at me?

That was all predator.

Every move he made, every word he said, it was calculated.

Inhaling, I breathed in the intoxicating scent that was all him. Then I asked another question because I literally had nothing to lose. “If you aren’t asking me out on a date, then why are you taking me to dinner?”

For two whole heartbeats, silence filled the SUV.

Embarrassed, uneasy around him, I laughed. “Okay, forget I asked.”

“I like your eyes,” he replied quietly.

Heat flamed my cheeks, and I blinked.

Thankful for the dark interior of the Escalade, I swallowed past the sudden dryness in my mouth. “Thank you,” I whispered.

“You’re welcome.” Pulling into the packed parking lot of the diner, he expertly eased the giant vehicle into a spot. Then he threw the gearshift into park, scanned the other parked cars, and pulled the key out of the ignition. “Wait there.”

Exhaling after he got out, I whispered to myself. “Holy shit.”

My door opened, and his stark blue eyes met mine. He wordlessly held his hand out.

Not a date, not a date, I silently chanted as I took his hand.

His huge fingers engulfed mine, and awareness shot up my arm, zinging through my body. Giddiness I couldn’t squash fluttered in my stomach, and I smiled.

His gaze tracked the movement of my lips, but he didn’t return the smile. Holding my hand with purpose, he helped me out of the SUV as his other hand landed on the small of my back.

My feet hit the ground, and I stumbled in my five-inch heels.

He pulled my arm at the same time as he stepped against me, and I fell into his chest instead of on my ass on the pavement.

“Oh God,” I gasped.

“You’re all right.” His breath touched my skin, fluttering a strand of my hair.

A tremor went up my spine, but this time I didn’t laugh away my nervousness. Leaning against him, feeling his hard body support me, having his arm around my waist—oh God, I didn’t want to move. Ever.

“Thanks,” I breathed, not trusting my balance enough to step away.

As if reading my thoughts, he stood perfectly still as his chest rose and fell three times. Then he shifted, and his quiet voice filled my head with wayward thoughts.

“Inside,” he commanded, stepping to my side. “Let’s get you dinner.”

“Okay.” One touch of his hand, one feel of his body against mine, and the last of my resolve to push this dominant, alpha man away disappeared into the southern Florida nighttime humidity.

Dropping my hand but keeping his palm against the small of my back, he led me across the packed parking lot and opened the door of the diner as he took me inside. Giving his first name to the hostess, ignoring the way her blatant gaze dragged over his biceps, he then corralled me in a corner and stood with his back to the other people waiting, effectively caging me in.

I would be a total liar if I said I didn’t like every single second of his protective dominance. But I had to remind myself I wasn’t his client and this wasn’t a date.

“So….” I craned my neck to look up at him. “Have you eaten here before?”

He scanned the afterhours clubbing crowd without actually looking at any of the women in dresses and skirts that barely covered their asses before he brought his gaze to me and stared a moment. “Yes. You?”

“I’m not really the clubbing type. I don’t usually go out to eat at three a.m.” Or ever. Dining out alone wasn’t on my short list.

He nodded once in acknowledgment, then his gaze cut to a group of drunk, rowdy guys who walked in.

He moved to his left a few inches.

The shift of his tall body was slight, but the implication was huge. In protective bodyguard mode, he blocked me from the guys.

I couldn’t stop myself, I smiled.

He frowned. “What?”

The hostess came up behind him and tapped him on the shoulder. Perfectly straight, long brown hair, model thin, a full face of makeup, she smiled flirtatiously at him. “Your table’s ready.”

He tipped his chin at her, and my smile dropped. No matter how many meals I skipped, I’d never be like her. My curly hair had a mind of its own. I didn’t have a seductive bone in my body, and makeup wouldn’t change my pale skin or fire-engine-red blush.

Oblivious to my thoughts and shortcomings, Sawyer’s hand landed between my shoulder blades and he guided me a step in front of him as the hostess led us to a booth.

Looking up at Sawyer, completely ignoring me, the hostess dropped the menus on the table. “Your waitress will be right with you. Let me know if you need anything else.”

When Sawyer didn’t make eye contact with her and only nodded, she spun on her heels and walked off.

Wishing I had paid more attention to all the reasons why I shouldn’t have come to eat with him in the first place, I started to slide into the booth.

Sawyer caught my arm, stopping me. “Other side.”

“Oh, okay.” I moved to the other side of the booth.

He slid in across from me after I was seated and unbuttoned his suit jacket.

“This side wasn’t good enough?” I joked.

He didn’t smile. “No view of the front.”

Feeling stupid, I picked the menu up. “That’s important?”

“Yes.” His eyes on me, he didn’t even glance at his menu.

The hostess walked by again, leading the group of rowdy guys past our table. One of the guys checked out my cleavage as he passed and winked at me.

Sawyer scowled.

Not a date, I reminded myself, turning my attention to the menu. “So, do you come here a lot?” I couldn’t see a man like him eating in a diner like this, even as an after-clubbing stop. The booths were bright red, the tables were retro Formica, and everything else was chrome. He looked like a Michelin-star restaurant regular, not a burger joint connoisseur.

“No,” he clipped as a waitress approached.

Older, a little frazzled, she smiled wearily at us. “Hi, what can I get y’all?”

Glancing at me, Sawyer took my menu. “Two deluxe cheeseburgers and two lemonades.” He raised his eyebrow at me. “Is that good?”

Warmth hit my chest, my stomach fluttered, and I blushed hard. That’s why he’d brought me here, for lemonade. “That’s perfect,” I managed, choking on the lump in my throat.

He nodded and handed the menus to the waitress.

“Be right back with your drinks.” The waitress left.

Suddenly feeling naked, not knowing what to do with my idle hands, I dropped them to my lap. “Thank you.”

“For?”

“The lemonade. You remembered.” Oh my God, idle hands. No wonder I felt naked, I’d left my purse in his car. I was never without my cell phone and tablet. I even slept with them right next to me on my nightstand. Shit, how could I have forgotten them in the car? I moved to the edge of the seat.

Sawyer studied my face, then tracked my movement. “What’s wrong?”

The waitress came back with our lemonades. “Your burgers will be up soon.” She set the drinks down and retreated.

“I forgot my purse in the car.” I grasped the edge of the table and slid one leg out of the booth as I started to push up. “If I could just borrow your keys for a second?”

His hand landed on my wrist. “You don’t need your purse. I’m buying.” Warm and firm, his fingers felt like they could caress my skin as easily as they could crush my bones.

“It’ll just take me a minute.” I pulled out of his grasp, wondering if there were two distinct sides of him, a refined billionaire and a lethal Marine, or if he managed to meld the two very different lives together and be one person all the time. I shook my head and pushed the thought away. “I don’t want to leave my purse in the SUV. It could get stolen, you know, if someone broke into the car while we were sitting here, and that would be bad. I have my cell phone and my tab—”

“Sit,” he commanded sternly.

Taken aback by the stern tone to his voice, a tone exactly like what I imagined a Marine would sound like, I sat.

His chest rose with an inhale. Then he exhaled slowly, and his voice came out quieter. “You don’t need your devices right now.”

“My life is on those devices.” I couldn’t lose them.

“The car is locked. No one’s going to steal them. They’ll be there when we’re done eating.”

Torn between the rationality of what he was saying and the inexplicable feeling of being naked in front of him without my phone and tablet as a buffer, I stared at him.

His eyes weren’t bright blue, but they weren’t pale blue either. They were just… blue. Like the sky on a winter day. And his hair wasn’t white blond, but it wasn’t dirty blond either. It was wheat blond, like pictures of golden fields I’d seen in magazines, but never in real life. I hadn’t noticed the true color of his eyes or hair until just now. When I’d first met him, he’d had a baseball cap with the logo of the company he worked for pulled low over his face. But now that I was truly looking at him in the bright florescent lights of the diner, there wasn’t a single thing out of place about him. Not a speck of lint on his jacket, not a single strand of his close-cropped hair was out of place, even his stubble was symmetrical on both sides of his face.

Everything about him was perfect.

Right down to the fact that he could leave valuables in a car and not panic about it. He could eat a meal without checking social media or emails or a messenger app. He could sit still and not fidget, and he could get out of a car without tripping.
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