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            1

            Ronin

         

         The sky above me is deep purple, especially beautiful tonight with the generous dotting of stars. There are no clouds to block the glittering specks of light overhead, and I appreciate the view more than I usually would.

         Tonight is a celebration of love, something I tend to avoid if I can.

         The crisp North Carolina night hugs the wedding guests as they twirl around the dance floor or congregate at the tables, talking and laughing with one another like they don’t have a care in the world. I spot the members of my team at Night Eagle Security gathered at one table, and my gaze roams over the group as they burst into raucous laughter.

         They’re enjoying their night. The thought almost makes me smile.

         As Jeremy Teague’s best man, I’ve enjoyed myself, too. Watching him fall in love with his high school sweetheart all over again has been fun. He never thought it would happen for him, thought he and Rayne were over a long time ago. When she strolled back into town with their eight-year-old son, Decker, in tow, Jeremy about lost his mind.

         I was proud of the way he stepped right into that father role like it was easy. Like becoming a parent to a son you previously knew nothing about was a cakewalk. I knew it wasn’t, but for him the choice was clear. He wanted that life with Rayne and Decker.

         And now he has it.

         My eyes find them, swaying on the dance floor. Rayne’s head rests on Brains’s—the nickname he earned as a gadgets guru on our private security team—shoulder while his hands wander up and down her back. It looks like they move as one unit, and I know that everything will be different now. She’s his number one partner in life now, not me. And that’s how it should be.

         If I ever thought there was a chance I’d have that opportunity again myself, I’d take it.

         But some people only get that kind of pure, unequaled love once in a lifetime.

         I’d already had mine.

         My gaze suddenly sweeps toward the sound of giggling, not far from the newlywed couple. I zero in on a flash of dark red hair pulled to the side, exposing a creamy expanse of graceful neck. Olive Alexander, Rayne’s sister, twirls Decker around in a circle, and then ducks as he does the same for her. They’re both grinning like mad and her dark, blue eyes sparkle in the moonlight. White, glowing paper lanterns all around the yard mingle with the twinkling lights strung from the trees, and the effect it has on Olive takes my fucking breath away.

         I study the pair for a moment. Olive takes both of Decker’s hands as the band launches into a lively tune and the silliness she gives him suits her. I’ve met Olive a handful of times, and even though her beauty always stunned me, I never took her for the laid-back, silly, hands-on-aunt type.

         Apparently, I’d been wrong.

         Two deep dimples appear in her cheeks as she drops her head back and laughs at something the kid did, and I find myself lost in a sea of thoughts. How often does she smile like that? When will she be leaving to go back to Europe? Has she always had those goddamn dimples?

         “She’s pretty.” A soft, matter-of-fact voice reaches me, and I glance to the side and down to see that Sayward Diaz has crept up beside me.

         I’ve only ever seen Sayward in a pair of jeans and sneakers with a hoodie at the Night Eagle office. Tonight, she chose to forgo her usual uniform and wear a simple turquoise dress that sweeps the ground at her feet, showing off the curves she apparently rocked underneath the jeans all this time.

         “You look good tonight, Diaz.” I catch her eye, making sure she knows I mean it.

         Sayward shrugs. “Thanks. Everyone is supposed to dress up for a wedding, right? I bought this today.” She fingers the soft material of her dress, and I bite back a smile.

         Social graces aren’t really Sayward’s strong suit. As a consultant for Night Eagle Security, she’s a legit computer hacker whose skills can’t be beat by anyone. But she’s easy to be around, and works her ass off, so I’d never complain about having her around.

         I raise my bourbon to my lips and sip, appreciating the fiery path it burns down my throat. “Well…you’re rocking the shit outta that dress. Not every woman could.”

         Now her eyes meet mine, like she’s only just figured out that I’m complimenting her. A small smile works its way onto her lips. “Thanks, Swagger.”

         Lifting my chin at her in acknowledgment of my own NES nickname, I indicate the table where our friends are sitting. “Shall we?”

         I hold out my arm, and she looks at it for a second like she’s wondering what to do with it before she finally slips her hand through and lets me lead her toward the table. I pull out a chair for her beside Dare Conners’s wife, Berkeley, and take the empty one opposite Grisham Abbot. His fiancée, Greta, grins at me.

         “You taking all of this in, Ronin?” her sweet voice asks.

         Shrugging, I down the rest of my drink and contemplate getting back up for a refill. “It was a good wedding.”

         Berkeley leans over Dare to peer at me. “The boys of NES are dropping like flies, Ronin. Don’t tell me you’d never consider settling down again.”

         Dare stares at her. “His nickname is Swagger.”

         I roll my eyes. “You know that has nothing to do with women.”

         No, I earned my nickname for the confidence I carry when making a man scream like a crying baby at my mercy. My claim to fame? All the ways I can torture a man without actually killing him. Because in interrogation, the goal is always to make the prisoner talk. If he’s dead, he can’t talk. I have a magic touch in this area. Something I’m proud of? Maybe not. But afterward, I’m able to walk with my head high because what I’ve done furthers the greater good. And that’s something I can live with when my head hits the pillow each night.

         Grisham, or Ghost as we call his stealthy ass, snorts. “Definitely has nothing to do with women.”

         My team is aware that I already settled down once. It’s just not something we talk about, and that’s my choice. It seems like a lifetime ago, now, but my heart went into the ground at the same time that my wife did.

         Game over.

         “I don’t think that whole happily-ever-after shit is for me.” I keep my voice low as I answer Berkeley’s question, averting my gaze.

         Inside, my chest tightens, the feeling of my heart squeezing dangerously tight overwhelming me. The emotion, the grief and fury that I thought I recovered from a long time ago, resurfaces and threaten to pull me under.

         Immediately, Berkeley’s whiskey-colored eyes go all soft and gooey and her bottom lip disappears into her mouth. “You don’t know that. Everyone deserves love, Ronin.”

         Shaking my head, I scan the ongoing party. If she thinks I deserve love, it’s because she doesn’t know the truth behind my story. I couldn’t protect my wife the first time around. Pretty sure guys like me don’t get a second shot. And I’ve accepted that.

         I incline my head toward Brains and his brand-new wife, who are now standing beside a small table on the patio. Their faces are masks of utter concentration as they work together to guide a huge knife through a towering white cake. The crowd erupts in cheers when they succeed, and a photographer snaps their picture. I’ve never seen such a look of pure, unadulterated joy on my best friend’s face. There’s a peace about him he never had before.

         I’m saved from having to answer Berkeley when Decker throws his little body into my side. “Uncle Ronin! You gonna eat cake?”

         Looking at him, I’m pretty sure his cheeks might split open from the size of his smile. The kid just got everything every other child in the world wants. His mom and his dad together under one roof. Holding out my fist, he bumps it and then we blow it up.

         “Cake? Heck yeah. We gotta have cake.”

         Decker nods, serious as a lethal injection. “Yeah. We gotta have cake.”

         Olive saunters up behind him, leaning low over his shoulder to kiss his cheek. She pauses there, her deep sapphire eyes meeting mine for a brief pause. I take the time to notice for the first time that there’s a dusting of freckles, delicate and sparse, sprinkling her nose and cheeks. That, combined with the dimples, the huge, deep-set eyes, and the striking color of her hair, are enough to keep me locked in her stare.

         Rising, she doesn’t look away. “Hello, Ronin.”

         Olive’s voice is a lot different from her sister’s. Where Rayne has one of those throaty, sultry voices that screams sex appeal without even trying, Olive’s voice is purer, sweeter. It makes me want to figure out all the ways I can dirty her up. I stand, holding Decker by the shoulders, and face her.

         “Hey. Jeremy told me you’d be here for the wedding. How long you in town for?”

         Her eyes go cloudy, and I zero in on her expression because something in it falters before she wraps it up tight and offers a strained smile. “Oh, um…I finished with the job in Paris a couple months ahead of schedule. My, uh, client…died. So, yeah. I’m back in Wilmington working out of our office here.”

         I know that Olive is an interior designer, and that the firm she works for has international clients. It’s how she and Berkeley met, and how Rayne ended up working at Night Eagle when she arrived back in town. Beyond that, I don’t know much of anything about Olive. There’s something eating at her now, though. That much is obvious.

         “I see.” I nod, holding her gaze once more. But before I can get a read on her, she glances down at Decker.

         “Ready for cake?”

         He pumps his head up and down, turning toward me. “Let’s go, Uncle Ronin.”

         Olive lifts her brows, her expression surprised. “He calls you Uncle Ronin?” she asks as we follow the little boy toward the patio.

         I chuckle, rubbing the back of my neck with a hand. “Yeah. Brains’s fault. I don’t mind, though.”

         She frowns. “Brains?”

         I smile down at her. The muscles it takes to do so feel unused, rusty. I’ve smiled at plenty of women before, just not women who affect me the way Olive seems to. “Nickname. We all have one.”

         She nods, understanding dawning across her face. “It’s a military thing.”

         “Yep.”

         Walking onto the patio, Decker rushes straight into Rayne’s arms, and Jeremy edges toward me. We both watch as Decker stands between Rayne and Olive, both women showering the eight-year-old with loving attention. When Olive brushes a lock of his hair off his forehead, my chest pulls tight.

         The fuck? It’s the sentimentality of this day, drawing me in and fucking with my head. That’s all it can be.

         “I’m a lucky bastard.” Jeremy folds his arms, and when I glance at him, his eyes are locked on his family.

         The family he never even knew he needed but is now willing to die to protect.

         I watch them, too. My eyes keep straying to Olive, who looks so comfortable with Decker.

         “You talked to her tonight?” Jeremy asks suddenly.

         Glancing away from Olive, I find that he’s staring directly at me. “Who? Olive?”

         He nods, studying me. “Yeah.”

         Shaking my head, I look back at the two women and Decker. “Not really. Why?”

         He turns away from the women, and I follow suit. Walking a few feet from the patio, he starts talking. “I don’t know, man. She got into town last night. I picked her up from the airport, and she was…off. I mean, I don’t know her that well. But she seems worried.”

         The protective instinct inside of me, the one that’s lain dormant now for exactly seven years, lifts its head. “You ask her?”

         He shakes his head slowly. “Didn’t know how to. I mean, we knew each other back in high school because of Rayne, but we weren’t close. And we certainly aren’t best friends now. But she’s my sister-in-law, and she means a lot to Rayne. I want to know what’s going on with her. But I don’t think she’d tell me if I asked.”

         “Why do you say that?”

         He runs a hand through his long hair. “Olive is…capable. She likes to do everything herself. She likes to be in control. At least that’s how Rayne tells it. I doubt she would respond well if she thought I was stepping in where I don’t belong, or trying to help her when she thinks she’s got it handled.”

         I nod. I get that. Every vibe I’ve ever gotten off of Olive tells me she’s independent as fuck. She’s always well put-together, she drives a nice car, she owns her own house. And she has a successful career. So if she were in trouble, she wouldn’t necessarily ask for help.

         “What do you need?” My tone cautious, I wait for Jeremy to roll out whatever it is he’s asking.

         “Rayne and Decker and I are going to Aruba for a couple of weeks. You know that. I just want you to keep an eye on her, Swagger. Make sure she’s okay. Shit, make plans with her if you have to. I just need to know that you’ll be there if she needs you. Obviously if need be, we can be on the first flight back to Wilmington. ”

         I understood. Jeremy’s all about family now that he has one, and he wants to protect Olive as a part of that family. As his best friend, I’m the first person he’d ask to make sure she’s okay while he’s away.

         My eyes straying back to Olive as she takes a delicate bite of cake, I feel that the protective instinct inside of me is now fully awake. Even if Olive wants me nowhere near whatever problem she might be having, I’ll be there. I’ll step in whether she wants me to or not.

         When her eyes meet mine, her fork freezes halfway to her mouth with her second bite and a strong current of something I can’t understand pulls taut between us. When the cake finally makes it to her mouth, I watch, fascinated, as she chews. Then she swallows, her slender throat moving with the action. Her tongue darts out to lick the stray pieces of sugar from her lips and my dick stirs in my pants. I want to lick those plump lips. And where the hell does that desire come from?

         Maybe getting to the bottom of whatever is bothering Olive Alexander won’t be work, or just a favor for my best friend.

         Maybe it’ll be fun.

      

   


   
      
         
            2

            Olive

         

         I lean back in my chair, tapping a pencil against my lips. The white decor of the office is usually soothing, the bright pops of yellow and blue dazzling my brain just enough to spur the creative juices that are nearly always flowing.

         Work is the only place where I let my bubble of control deflate, because there’s freedom in creativity I can’t find anywhere else. Staring down at the sketch, my eyes drink in the bold lines mixing with the softer curves of a residential master bedroom. The measurements of the room are massive, the home a classic Victorian in downtown Wilmington. It’s a nice change from the oceanic homes that serve as the bread and butter of the design house. Becoming a partner here six months ago was exactly according to my plan; I always knew I wanted to be a full partner at Eisengard Interiors—now Eisengard & Alexander Interiors—by age thirty, and I beat my own deadline by a year.

         My life is on track. At least, it was.

         My phone chimes from the top of the desk, and I pick it up. Irritation prickles me from the unexpected distraction. My coworkers, my partner Beth Eisengard and my friend Berkeley Conners, will both be in the office today, and my sister and her new husband are soaking up the sun in Aruba by now. So who’s texting me?

         Glancing at the screen, I exhale. Of course. I should have known.

         
            Ken: Dinner tonight?

         

         I’ve been on exactly four dates with Ken. We met at a client mixer that my firm hosts a few times a year. Ken Hart, a litigator for a prestigious law firm here in Wilmington, asked me to dinner that night after speaking with me for merely a few minutes. Flattered, I accepted.

         Since then, Ken scheduled dates. They all took place before I left for Paris four months ago, and I had no idea if he’d want to continue seeing me when I returned. I texted him last night to let him know I was home, and apparently now I have my answer.

         I hesitate, my mind wandering as my fingers absently hover over the keys. But instead of Ken, I picture tanned olive skin, dark hair just long enough on top for a woman to run her fingers through and shaved close on the sides, and the deepest, brightest pair of green eyes I’ve ever seen. A strong jaw covered in stubble, like he only shaves every few days and couldn’t care less about it. Thick, corded biceps that flex with every small movement, and a rare smile that lights up an entire room whenever he uses it. His serious, intense expression, which normally graces his chiseled face, is the one that I usually see, and it’s just as intriguing, if not more so, than his smile.

         Ronin Shaw.

         He’s not my type.

         Honestly, he’s so far from my type it’s almost laughable. Ronin Shaw is way too unpredictable, much too impenetrable, and…generally too much to handle. He’s the kind of man you have a one-night stand with, not the kind of man you date. Not that he’d even be interested in that when it comes to me. Nor am I interested in one-night stands.

         Remembering the phone in my hand and shaking my head to clear it, I send a quick text back to Ken. Date number five. This means I’ll let him come inside after he drops me off from dinner. The thought doesn’t send tingles of lust dancing along my skin the way it should. But then again, have I ever felt tingles of lust dancing along my skin?

         Yes. But only when thoughts of a certain tall, dark, and gorgeous ex-soldier pop into my head.

         Ignoring that thought, I press send.

         
            Me: I’d love to. Pick me up from the office at five thirty.

         

         I’ll be in bed by ten. I slide my phone to the corner of my desk and frown. Usually after scheduling a date with Ken, I’m satisfied. Ken is the kind of man I’ve always pictured having by my side in the life I’ve built, and our dates have been going well. He’s polite and well mannered, thoughtful, and controlled. Just the way I like my men.

         But right now? I can’t muster up an ounce of excitement for tonight.

         Not, a big deal. When I see Ken, the way he makes me feel will rekindle. It’ll be a great night.

         Of course it will.

         A knock on the doorway pulls me from my thoughts and I look up. The firm boasts a gigantic workspace, and we’ve separated the offices from the generous front lobby with glass partitions. There are no doors, something Beth thought would help the creativity flow freely around the place. I tend to agree, but today I’d really like a door to close and a solid wooden wall to hide behind while I try to figure out why the wrinkles in my life just keep getting bigger.

         Instead, I plaster on a smile for my friend. “Hi, Berkeley.”

         She saunters into the office, looking like my perfect opposite in every single way. Berkeley is definitely a free spirit. Her creativity shines through every aspect of her being, and she’s like a walking ray of sunshine. Wild, long blond hair she wears curly, and deep, soulful tawny eyes. Right now, her round, pretty face is looking at me with concern.

         “Are you okay?”

         Forcing my smile to grow, I nod. “Of course. Did you have fun at the wedding?”

         She tilts her head to the side, her curls quivering as she studies me. I keep the smile pasted on my face, knowing I can fake it till I make it until the sun goes down if I need to.

         Finally, she nods, but her clever eyes never stop assessing me. “It was beautiful and just the most romantic thing ever. I mean, seriously…a surprise wedding? Who does that?”

         My smile turns softer and it’s 100 percent real. “The guy who’s been waiting a long time for a second chance with my sister, that’s who.”

         Berkeley’s lips pull into a dreamy grin. “Yeah.”

         We both fall silent for a minute, our minds most likely traveling in different directions. Berkeley’s is probably on a train full of love stories, while I’m on a trip straight back to reality. I know that there’s nothing in the world less possible to control than love. Which means I want no part of it. What I want is security, safety. Two things I need more than romance or happily-ever-after. Two things I can control without messy emotions getting in the way.

         “Anyway.” Berkeley perks up, her gaze brightening again. “I just wanted to say welcome back. I missed you.”

         She really is a sweetheart. Lacing my fingers together, I rest my chin on my propped hands. “I missed you, too, Berkeley. Happy to be home and back in the office.”

         One eyebrow arches as she regards me. “Really? Not missing the glamorous Parisian life? I know old Mrs. Dubois was a class act, and you spent a lot of time with her at the end.”

         The compassion in Berkeley’s eyes takes me straight back there, to the rambling chateau at the edge of the city where Clara Dubois had made her home. I had no idea she was dying when I’d made the commitment to move to Paris for a few months in order to design the gorgeous estate, but she and I had become impossibly close during that time. Maybe it was the fact that I was estranged from my own righteous, intolerant parents, or maybe she saw something in me that mirrored her need to seize control in her own life. Either way, we’d clicked and the loss of her at the end of my time in Paris still aches.

         For Berkeley, I shake my head. “Nope. I left Paris behind and am totally back in the swing of things here.”

         Berkeley shoves a thick chunk of her wild curls off of her face. “You’re starting the new project on the boutique hotel in Wrightsville Beach today, right?”

         Nodding, I glance down at the organized chaos of my desk. “And also the traditional Victorian inn downtown.”

         Berkeley’s face lights up. “That one is close to Jeremy and Rayne’s place.”

         I smile. “Yes, and I’m looking forward to both jobs. But the Victorian is going to be especially fun.”

         She nods knowingly. “Right up your alley.” She turns, rapping her knuckles lightly on the glass beside the open doorway. “Let me know if you need anything.”

         Shaking my head, my gaze drifts back down to the sketch I’m working on. “Our assistant designer is going to help on both of these, so I’m all set. I know you have your own work to do.”

         It’s true, even though Berkeley is five years my junior and not a partner in the firm, she’s a capable and creative designer and often heads up her own projects these days. She nods, gives me a wave, and heads down the hall.

         An hour after lunch, our design assistant Paisley and I climb out of my little silver BMW in front of the Whisper Hill Inn. I stare up at it, appreciating the eye-catching architecture. I’d taken on this project because, after my abrupt return from Paris, I wanted something to throw myself into at work. This project is daunting because it’s not my usual style. It’s going to be a challenge, and that’s exactly what I need in my life right now.

         A distraction.

         Paisley catches her breath as she steps up beside me. “It’s beautiful.”

         Nodding, I don’t take my eyes off the old Victorian inn.

         “It is. Now let’s get to work.”

         
              

         

         By the time Paisley and I make it back to the office, it’s after five.

         “I’m glad we have three months to get this place done.” It’s the first thing Paisley has said since we left the hotel, and she sounds more than overwhelmed.

         I offer her a smile. “First commercial project, right?”

         She nods, biting her lip.

         We’d hired Paisley as a design assistant just before I left for Europe. “You did great today, Paisley. You asked a lot of good questions about what the client wants, and we got a good feel for the essence of the building. Now comes the fun part. First thing in the morning we’ll powwow, okay?”

         We’ve stopped outside the glass that separates my office from the hall, and Paisley is staring inside. Following her awestruck gaze, my heart stutters to a near stop before I inhale and force it to begin beating again.

         He’s standing by the windows behind my desk, but even from the back I know exactly who it is. His gray long-sleeved thermal stretches tight across his broad shoulders and wide, muscular back. As we watch him, he reaches up absently to drag a hand through the messed-up locks on top of his head before allowing it to run down the shaved back and rests on his neck. I let my eyes travel south, past his narrow, trim waist, and they stop briefly on the perfect ass that fills out a pair of perfectly fitted jeans. No skinny jeans for Ronin Shaw. Hell, no. This guy…he’s all-man. The fact that I’m usually attracted to men who shave every morning and wear tailored suits at all hours of the day makes it even more glaringly obvious that something about Ronin, whether I want to admit it or not, just does it for me.

         As if he senses our heated gazes on his back, Ronin turns to face us, his big hand still gripping the back of his neck. His eyes skate over Paisley but then they fix to mine and stay there. His stare is so intensely focused as it sweeps down my body and back again, I feel like he’s touched me intimately while standing ten feet away.

         Paisley catches her breath next to me, and I glance at her before clearing my throat and entering the office. “Um, hi. Ronin?”

         And that’s it. Those are all the words I have. Brilliant, Olive. But seriously, why is he here? I didn’t even know he knew where I worked.

         “So,” I say too loudly, turning toward my assistant. “Yeah, thanks, Paisley. See you in the morning.”

         She rips her eyes off of Ronin long enough to give me an approving smirk. “Yes, Ms. Alexander. See you in the morning. Have a good night.”

         She practically giggles as she heads down the hallway, and I close my eyes briefly to gather myself before focusing my attention on the man standing beside my desk.

         I force my legs to work properly, noticing that they’re feeling pretty rubbery and ineffective at the moment. I walk toward my desk, my laptop bag feeling suddenly very heavy on my shoulder. As I shrug it off, Ronin catches it and sets it gently on my desk.

         “Thanks.” My voice is a little bit breathless, and the way his eyes travel over my body again is making my skin feel heated. “Hey.”

         His lips twitch into an almost smile, but then I see a genuine smile light up his eyes. Ronin’s eyes are extremely expressive, and as I stare into them I notice not for the first time that they’re the most interesting shade of green I’ve ever seen. They’re a super-light sage, with flecks of amber and gold swimming in the irises. Contrasted with his darkly tanned skin and his obviously exotic features, his face is almost a work of art. Strong jaw covered in scruff, chiseled cheekbones; dark, long lashes are the picture of perfection. But a forehead that’s just a little bit too broad, and a nose that’s just slightly crooked add notes of imperfection that complete the masterpiece in the most intriguing way I’ve ever encountered.

         He swallows, and my eyes fall to the movement of his Adam’s apple. That’s when I know I’ve probably been staring at his face a little too long. Thank God his shirt’s on. There’s no way I’d be able to tear my eyes from the muscles I know are under it.

         Inhaling, I try to focus. On the words. That need to be said.

         “Hey. Busy day?” His voice is somehow rough like lava rocks and smooth like Brazilian coffee all at the same time. It rushes over me, leaving goose bumps on my skin.

         Nodding, I round my desk and pick up a stack of papers for absolutely no reason. I shuffle them in my hands and place them back down again. What is wrong with me?

         I know exactly what’s wrong with me. Ronin Shaw is in my office, in my personal space. My personal space is off-limits, because his presence is far too large to be contained in here. “Can I help you with something, Ronin?”

         One thick black eyebrow lifts, and his full lips draw into a slow smile. “Yeah. There’s something I want to run by you. I came to take you to dinner.”

         My jaw goes slack as I stare at him. Remembering to close it, I suck in a deep breath and raise myself up to my full five foot seven. Add in the height from my heels and I’m on the taller side, but it doesn’t matter when I’m still looking up at a man who’s at least six three. “I can’t.”

         His expression doesn’t change. “Sure you can.” He leans a hip on the side of my desk and just watches me while I attempt to give him a stern look.

         I’ve perfected the look over the years. It works on absolutely everyone, informing them that I mean business and I’m not someone to be trifled with.

         But Ronin just smirks through it, like my stern look doesn’t affect him at all.

         “No, I really can’t, Ronin. I have plans.”

         That gets his attention. Three little lines appear in his forehead as his brows pull together, and his mouth screws to the side while he asses me with that serious gaze. “On a Monday night?”

         A knock on the glass causes both our glances to dart toward the doorway. Ken stands there, hesitating at the entrance as he takes in Ronin and me. I let out a sigh of relief, because Ken in my office makes perfect sense, whereas Ronin in my office does not.

         Ken wanders in, pulling his platinum wristwatch in front of his face to check the time. He gives me a pointed look. “We have a reservation for six, Olive.”

         I thought I had perfected my stern look? Ken’s makes mine look like puppy-dog-eyes. He stops a few feet in front of Ronin, who remains perched on the side of my desk. “Ken Hart. You are?”

         Ronin glances at Ken’s outstretched hand, which I can’t help but notice is much smaller than Ronin’s. Actually, everything about Ronin dwarfs Ken, now that they’re side by side. And the differences between them are marked. From Ken’s artfully styled blond hair, to his gray pinstriped Thom Browne suit.

         Ken is a fit, healthy guy. He’s handsome. He’s successful. But right now, as I evaluate him beside Ronin, all of that pales beside the other man.

         Finally, Ronin stands and grasps Ken’s hand in his. “Ronin Shaw.”

         That’s all he offers, and Ken’s shrewd expression darkens slightly. He glances at me. “Ready to go?”

         On the inside, I sigh. On the outside, I give Ken a faint smile. “Meet you in the lobby in just a minute.”

         He glances at his watch again, and then at Ronin. Dipping his chin at the other man before he exits, he disappears from the office in a cloud of expensive cologne.

         I begin gathering my things.

         Ronin chuckles, and I look over at him. “His actual name is Ken?”

         Pausing, I stand up straight and rest my hands on my hips. “Why are you really here, Ronin?”

         His hand returns to the back of his neck, gripping it tightly. His tone grows slightly chilly. “You know? I don’t really know why. My friend married your sister, and I just thought I would check in on you while they’re gone.”

         Staring at him, I narrow my eyes. “Are you serious right now? I’m a big girl, and I’m more than capable of taking care of myself.”

         I can hear that haughty tone in my voice, but I can’t stop it. I don’t know who Ronin Shaw thinks he is, but he’s not my protector and I’m not his problem.

         I have problems of my own to worry about. My thoughts stray and my stomach clenches.

         “So, thanks for stopping by.” I walk toward my corner cabinet and open the door, taking out my fall trench coat and putting it on. Grabbing hold of my laptop case and my purse, I give Ronin a pointed glance.

         “Anything else?”
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         Ken’s prick face still scrolls through my brain as I watch her gather her things. When I don’t answer her question, she shifts, and the shiny satin of her red blouse shimmers in the bright light of the office as she moves. When she turns away I watch her hips sway. The truth is that I memorized how the swell of her hips squeezed into the black pencil skirt the second I’d turned around and caught her watching me.

         I know she’s expecting me to leave, but something she said at the wedding is weighing on me. And hell, I did tell Jeremy I would look out for her.

         “Olive.” My voice is muted, quiet, so I don’t startle her. “Did everything go okay…in Europe?”

         She sucks in another breath before finally lifting her head and straightening. But the brief shuttered expression on her face was clear as day, and I shake my head in response before she even opens her mouth.

         “Hey.” My voice firms up just a little bit. Protectiveness surges to the surface inside me, pushing me forward. “Tell me what happened.”

         The need to take control, to make her tell me what’s wrong, is strong. But I force myself to stay put, to keep my distance, because the last thing I need in my life is someone to fix.

         Not that I’d be any good at it, anyway.

         But I can’t deny the pull I’m feeling, the fact that I want to fix whatever it is that’s making that pretty little mouth of hers frown. Something’s churning up inside her, and I can’t beat back the need I have to know exactly what it is.

         She grabs a stack of paper off her desk, stuffs it into her laptop bag, and yanks her purse out from a drawer. Her arms full of her stuff, she rounds her desk and walks right into my space. Her eyes flash, and I take a second to appreciate the direct contrast they are to her creamy pale skin and her auburn hair.

         Goddamn, the woman is fucking gorgeous.

         “Has anyone ever told you you’re one nosey, bossy brute of a man?” The stubborn set of her mouth causes her dimples to deepen as she takes a step toward me.

         I slowly nod my head and a reluctant smile quirks my lips upward. “Maybe I’ve heard it a time or two.”

         She lifts her chin the slightest bit as a rush of color fills her cheeks, and I can’t help it when my body reacts to her. Her closeness, the brush of her chest against mine, the wafting scent of peaches that rushes over me. I blink, taken completely off guard.

         Shit. When’s the last time a woman caught me off guard?

         She makes a sound that’s halfway between a snort and a groan before brushing past me and heading for the door.

         “Olive.”

         She turns slowly, and when her eyes lift to mine there’s something there I can’t pinpoint. Interest? Curiosity? Longing?

         I take two strides and am standing directly in front of her. This time, I’ve caught her off balance, which is exactly what I wanted to do. I’m not used to feeling so on edge, and there’s a strong need inside me to see if I affect her the same way.

         “After you’re done doing whatever vanilla thing you’re about to do with Ken, call me. I want to know you’re home safe.”

         I scan her face. Her dark red hair is piled up on top of her head and there’s not a single strand hanging around her face for me to tuck or stroke. Instead of touching her, I just let my eyes blaze a trail over her face, down her creamy throat dipping into the vee of her shirt where her top button lies undone. If I leaned over slightly, I’d probably be able to see what she’s wearing underneath, but I can wait for that.

         Wait for that? What the hell are you thinking, Ronin? This is one woman you won’t be taking to bed. Too many complications.

         Her cheeks flush, and I watch the stain spread down to her neck and chest. Her pupils dilate, and Olive can pretend all damn day like there’s nothing between us, but her body can’t tell a lie.

         Her mouth moves a few times before she finds the words she’s looking for. “I don’t have your number.”

         I tilt my head to the side and smirk.

         
              

         

         The diesel engine on my big, black Ram roars as I drive through the darkened streets of Wilmington. I don’t even have a destination, but it doesn’t matter as my brain sprints through thoughts of Olive Alexander.

         I admit, the main thought is the highlight reel of me bending her over that desk of hers and stroking every inch of her body while I pound into her, making her scream my name. And not in that controlled, managed voice either. But, unfortunately, I know it would be more than that with Olive. It’s been seven years since I lost Elle, and I’ve been with other women since.

         But I’ve never craved one. Not like this. But I get the sense Olive wouldn’t be open to a one-night stand. And that’s all I’m capable of.

         The thing I’m really confused about though is my need to know what’s going on in that head of hers. For me, with women, it’s usually about sex. I get in and I get out, because it’s just easier that way. Keeps shit simple. But with Olive? There’s this need to know what makes her tick. No one can keep that kind of pent-up energy perfectly controlled, the way she does, forever. It’s like she’s juggling two too many balls in the air, and she’s getting ready to drop the whole set.

         I want to be there when she does. I have a feeling she’s going to need someone around to help her catch them.

         And then there’s the fact that Jeremy asked me to look into what’s going on with her while he’s gone. He knew damn well she wouldn’t want me “keeping an eye on her.” She’s way too strong and independent to want any part of that. And that’s maybe the biggest turn-on of all.

         But she’s also sad. Or discontent. The look on her face when I asked about Europe, the way her stance changed, her whole demeanor was different afterward. I’ve been trained to read people. I’ve been trained to hurt people.

         But I’ve also been trained to protect people.

         There are some people even you aren’t able to protect. The thought forces its way into my brain unbidden, and I grip the steering wheel tighter as I try with everything I have to push those images out of my head. The thoughts that threaten to poison me with their potency every time I let them take over.

         Not tonight.

         I picture Olive, instead, and the thought puts a smile on my face.

         I pull the truck into the parking lot of my favorite bar, The Oakes. It’s not too far from my oceanfront condo. The bartender, Bennett Blacke, has become something like a friend, his military background bonding us.

         As I walk in I notice that the bar is quiet on this Monday night and television is tuned to the football game that’s about to kick off.

         Bennett leans toward me, his expression friendly as his straw-colored hair falls over his forehead. As the manager of this place, he has free rein, and my first drink is always on him. More often than not, one drink is all I have, and in that case I leave him a generous tip to cover the drink and the gratuity.
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