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            Prologue

            FRANCESCA

         

         One Year Ago


I hurry out of the double front doors, leaving them wide open behind me as I hop down the massive stone front steps in my bare feet. The deliveryman grins as he views what must look like crazed excitement on my face, my arms spread wide for my little package.

         “It’s here!” My voice rises in a squeal. “Thank you so much!”

         My house is a frequent stop on the driver’s route, thanks to Eli’s strange desire for me to shop online rather than in stores. The deliveryman touches the side of his hat in an exaggerated gentleman’s gesture. No more than a year or two older than I am, he’s never seemed daunted by the enormous mansion standing behind me when I open the door for a delivery.

         “I’m just dropping off, Mrs. Ward. You doin’ all right today?”

         Knowing what’s inside my brown parcel makes my smile extra sunny. “Just fine, Dex. Thanks for asking! I hope you don’t have too many deliveries to make today.”

         Dex’s smile widens until his dimple shows. He’s a handsome guy, but I’ve never had eyes for anyone but Eli. No matter that his jealous streak might say otherwise. In the past six months, Eli’s been watching me extra closely, and every time I even make eye contact with a man, he nearly loses his mind. It’s such a drastic change from the sweet, loving way he treated me when we first met.

         The first time he hit me, I didn’t see it coming. It was after a party last New Year’s Eve, the first since we’d been married. I’d had two glasses of champagne, and my best friend’s husband and I had jovially made a go of it on the dance floor to celebrate the New Year rolling in. Eli had cut our night short afterward, and we’d just made it to the car when he’d thrown me up against it and grabbed me by the throat. Hitting me full across the face, he’d accused me of wanting to sleep with my best friend’s husband.

         I’d been in shock, unable to think straight, while he’d shoved me into the bushes and begun to choke me. It was only the sound of the front door opening at the house beside us that made him drag me into the car. His rage had been so great, so out of control, I’m not sure I would have survived that first attack had that person not opened their door.

         Afterward, he’d cried. It was the first time I’d seen him shed a tear, and he’d been so ashamed, so devastated by his behavior that he’d sworn he’d never hurt me that way again.

         I’d sworn to him I’d be more careful, that I’d never give him a reason to doubt me.

         But now? Now I’m sure everything will change. I place a hand over my belly and stare with love down at the cardboard box clutched in my hands.

         “I’ll finish in no time.” Dex’s glance moves away from me to settle on the long driveway, where the sound of a car pulling in draws both of our attention.

         Eli’s Range Rover disappears into one of the four garages, and Dex gives me a wave. “Looks like your husband is home early today.”

         I nod, distracted. I wasn’t expecting Eli until this evening. Dex climbs into his truck, which is sitting in the circular portion of the driveway in front of the house, and I turn to go inside.

         Closing the front doors behind me, I hurry into the kitchen, opening the package in my hands as I walk. Pulling out a white onesie, I finger the soft cotton as I hold it up and read the golden lettering:

         
            our precious gift

         

         I purchased the onesie and had it monogrammed to use in baby announcement photos. It’s how Eli and I are going to tell our family and friends that we’re three months pregnant with our first child.

         The door between the kitchen and the garage closes, and I glance up to see Eli standing there.

         Holding up the onesie, I feel joy bubble up in my chest. “Look, babe! Look what just came! Now that I’m out of the first trimester, we can finally share our news with everyone we love.”

         Over the past year of marriage, I’ve shoved aside every warning bell that’s been screaming at me to rethink my relationship with Eli. Our courtship was a whirlwind. His money and his power in our little Oklahoma city aren’t what swept me off my feet. He was a businessman eight years older than my twenty-two years when we met, and I was amazed that he was showing me so much attention. He lavished me with gifts and trips, but that’s not what blew me away. What got to me was how much he zeroed in on the fact that all I wanted was a family. Someone to come home to at night and cherish. Someone to love and call my own. My parents have always been self-absorbed, wrapped up in their own wants and materialistic desires. I’ve never felt like I’m the center of the world, and Eli understood that. When he came into my life, I finally had a partner, someone to share everything with. We were married within a year.

         Even when he put his hands on me, I refused to give up that feeling of belonging.

         But now that I’m carrying his baby? I know all that will be over. We’re starting fresh. I’ll finally see the man I fell in love with at his best, and his jealous streak will be over. He’ll know that he and our child are the center of my life, and we’ll be a happy, loving family.

         We have to be.

         Eli, still standing just inside the kitchen door, doesn’t move. He stares at me, his eyes not even dropping to glance at the precious bundle of cotton in my hands. My stomach clenches at the stony expression on his face. My husband is handsome, his dark hair slicked back in a smooth style. But when he looks like this…all I feel is icy fear.

         “I saw you flirting with him.” Eli’s voice is quiet, laced with a razor edge.

         The first time I heard him talk like this, we were walking out of that New Year’s Eve party. I hadn’t recognized it as a sign of what was to come. But now, I know.

         I take a step backward, my hand immediately going to my stomach. My other fist clutches the onesie a little bit tighter, holding it out as a peace offering. My voice pleads with my husband, and even as I beg, I hate myself for it.

         This is wrong, Francesca. You should never have to beg someone not to hurt you.

         I clear my throat. “I wasn’t flirting with him, Eli. I was being polite.” Despite the flurry of my heartbeat, my words are firm.

         It’s something I’ve never been able to be with Eli in the past, not when his face has looked like a thundercloud rolling across a prairie. But I have to be strong now, and not just for me.

         For my baby.

         Eli launches himself forward, advancing on me so quickly I don’t have time to move out of the way. He pins me against the wall behind me with a hand to my sternum, knocking the wind out of me. My head slams against the wall so hard stars dance before my eyes. He doesn’t remove his gaze from mine as he reaches down and yanks the onesie from my grip.

         Holding it up, he finally looks at it. “You’re carrying my baby, Francesca.” Spit gathers at the corners of his mouth as his rage builds. “But you were looking at him like you wanted to fuck him on my front lawn!”

         My eyes wide, I shake my head. My voice goes hoarse. “That’s crazy, Eli—”

         His fist lands against my jaw, sending a white-hot lance of pain screaming through my face. He releases me, and I crumple to the floor.

         “You’re a goddamned slut!” Eli screams.

         When he screams, I know he’s lost every ounce of control he has.

         Tears cloud my vision.

         “The baby,” I sob. “Eli, please.”

         Please, no. No.

         Help me.

         I turn my head just in time to see the toe of Eli’s boot pull back, and I try to turn onto my other side. I only make it onto my back, and he kicks me in the soft flesh between my ribs and hip.

         I scream. Hoping it’ll save my baby’s life, even though I know our house is located on five acres of property and the neighbors won’t hear me, I let out a bloodcurdling scream loud enough to wake the dead.

         Eli squats down beside me and yanks my waist-length blond ponytail so hard I feel some pieces separate from my head by the roots.

         His face looms over mine. “I don’t know why I bother with you. But you’re my wife, and you’re going to learn how to present yourself. You’re going to regret making me angry enough to hurt you this way.”

         His face blurs as my eyes begin to close, and I know I’m losing consciousness. I just want to know if the baby I’m carrying is okay, and I think about my cell phone sitting on top of the kitchen island just a few feet away. I bite the inside of my cheek until I taste blood.

         “I’m leaving now. When you’re feeling better, get yourself cleaned up. I don’t ever want to come home and see my wife making eyes at the fucking UPS man again.”

         Without looking at me again, he releases my hair and lets my head crack against the marble floor.

         I listen to the sound of his footsteps walking away, and it seems like it takes forever for them to cross the kitchen and disappear out the garage door. As soon as the noise of his big SUV engine is gone, I raise my voice to trigger the voice-activated dialing on my phone.

         “Nine-One-One, what’s your emergency?”

         A strangled sob escapes me. Am I really about to do this?

         A sharp pain in my belly causes me to double over, and the woman on the line repeats her question.

         “Help me,” I scream. “My husband beat me. I’m lying on my kitchen floor, and I’m three months pregnant. Send an ambulance!”
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            THORN

         

         “I want to help her. I really do, Boss Man. But I don’t want to be a babysitter.” When I glance toward the door, the heat from the warm, sexy little body on the other side floats toward me.

         You’re losing your shit already, Ryder. Body heat can’t travel through solid wood doors.

         “Wolf.” Jacob Owen, my boss at Night Eagle Security, leans forward on the table and holds me in one of his notoriously scrutinizing stares. The other guys, my Delta Squad team, remain silent as they watch the exchange. Jacob continues, “How many times have I asked you to run point on a mission?”

         My shoulders sink under the weight of his question. Jacob Owen has been everything to me since I left the SEALs. Father figure, superior, confidant. Along with the men I call my brothers, this company and Jacob have been my entire life  since I left the Navy behind. Giving me purpose. Giving me a place to breathe and call my own.

         “This is the first, sir.”

         Jacob stares, gray eyes not giving away a damn thing. “Are you really going to turn that down?”

         I open my mouth to tell him of course I’m not, but he lifts a hand, not done with me yet. “And since when has NES been in the business of ‘babysitting’? The company that I built from the ground up, the one that started with personal security and has now grown into a company that the government calls for private black-ops contracts, isn’t good enough for you to run point on a mission I deem necessary?”

         It’s worse than being screamed at by your commanding officer during SEAL training. It’s worse than being told how much you’ve disappointed your dad. This is Jacob, the Boss Man. And I’ll be damned if I’ll be the one to let him down.

         “I’m sorry, sir. That’s not what I mean. I just—”

         Jacob isn’t ready for me to talk. Out of the corner of my eye, I see one of my best friends and teammates wince as Boss Man’s voice lifts. “And do you realize how important this assignment is? It’s partly our fault that Ms. Phillips is in this predicament to begin with.”

         I glance up at that one, fire lighting inside my gut. “Actually—”

         Jacob cuts me off with a glance that could slice a block of ice. “She didn’t know we were investigating her husband, because they were estranged. Because he beat the shit out of her.”

         I swallow, my insides going numb at the thought of Frannie, the woman in question, being beaten to a pulp by that piece of shit.

         I don’t know Frannie very well, or at all, really. But the second I met her a couple of weeks ago—while Lawson Snyder and his now-fiancée, Indigo Stone, were undercover in a case that involved Frannie’s estranged husband—there was something about her I couldn’t shake.

         And apparently, now I’m going to be forced to face it head-on.

         “I understand, Boss Man. I’ll run point on her protection, and I’ll make sure nothing happens to her while the feds continue to hunt Eli Ward.”

         Jacob nods, finally looking satisfied. “You’re damn right you will. I expect nothing less, Wolf.”

         The use of my nickname for the second time doesn’t escape me. In NES, we all have them, depending on what special skills we bring to the table. Some of our nicknames have to do with our Special Ops pasts. Mine, White Wolf, has to do with my predatory skills. I can hunt down an enemy in any situation, and I’m ruthless when I’ve got a scent.

         The conference room door opens and Indigo walks in, followed closely by the woman in question, Frannie Phillips.

         The two women couldn’t be any more different upon first glance. Indigo’s long black hair swishes across her back, her tank top showing off miles and miles of inked skin. Studs pierce up both earlobes, and her face—gorgeous and exotic-looking with her dark olive complexion and Latina features—is accentuated by heavy, dramatic makeup.

         Frannie, on the other hand, is take-a-second-look beautiful. And it isn’t because of any extra ink or metal she’s added to her body, although the ends of her shoulder-length blond hair are tinged pink. She’s got these big blue eyes that make me imagine what they’d look like hooded with lust, and a curvy little body that calls out for my hands to touch her, make her feel good, and mess up her Southern-belle perfection just a little bit.

         There’s nothing clean about me. The only thing that Frannie and I have in common is the blond hair and blue eyes. The likenesses stop right there. I glance down at the ink swirling up and down my arms, tattoos I had done during my years in the Navy, and then back at her flawless golden-tan skin. The pink hair is new on her, probably something she’s trying, but I can’t stop staring at her because the woman is the very definition of distraction.

         She’s not like anyone I’ve ever dated—not that I’ve really dated. She’s not like anyone I’ve ever fucked. Too done up and doll-faced pretty. But right now, I can imagine those perky little lips wrapped right around my cock, and that’s a major fucking problem if my focus is supposed to be on keeping her safe.

         “I found Frannie sitting on the bench downstairs.” Indigo’s casual tone belies her curiosity, and I note that she can’t keep her eyes from flitting to Lawson the second she walks into the room. He, in turn, sits up straighter in response to her presence.

         “We were just about to call you in, Frannie.” Jacob’s eyes soften when he speaks, something we’ve all noticed. He used to be a lot tougher, but in the past couple of years he’s rekindled a fire with his ex-wife and mother to his three daughters, and something about him is different. Less edge, unless he’s in the field.

         Frannie blows out a breath. “Whew. That’s good, because I was getting tired of sitting out there swinging my legs while you big strong men decided what was going to happen with my life from here on out.”

         Sweetness mixed with Southern sass: This woman is going to fucking kill me.

         Jacob’s eyebrows lift, and he gestures toward one of the empty seats at the table. This meeting involves only the Delta Squad, and Indigo is here purely as a consultant, since she no longer works for the Wilmington Police Department as a detective. After she and Lawson worked on the task force assigned to take down Eli Ward’s luxury car theft ring, Indigo left the police force and became a consultant for NES. She likes the flexibility the position offers, and the ability to continue working closely with her fiancé.

         “We’re not deciding anything about your future. That’s up to you. Right now, we’re just trying to figure out the best way to keep you safe.”

         “Keep you alive.” Bain Foxx speaks up, something he doesn’t often do unless he’s spoken to directly. Out of the four of us on the team, Bain’s the quietest, least predictable, and probably the deadliest. He also carries more secrets than the rest of us can even imagine. He hasn’t said as much, but working with a man day in and day out, sometimes overnight and in dangerous places, makes you get to know him.

         His eyes, a lighter shade of blue than mine, carry an intensity that makes most people flinch.

         But Frannie stares right back at him.

         “Yeah. I get that. I’d just like to be a part of the conversation is all.”

         Jacob leans back in his chair, fingers pressed together, assessing her. “The moment we decided to protect you, you became our client. Now, as it stands, the FBI is conducting a manhunt for Eli Ward. The feds are trusting us instead of sending you into witness protection like they wanted to. But that could change at any time. We don’t want it to, and I’m guessing you don’t either. Am I correct?”

         Frannie nods, her hair brushing against bare shoulders. The turquoise top she wears wraps around her neck in a classy style, and I don’t miss the way her white jeans accentuate shapely legs and rounded hips before she sits down. Ben McBride, the fourth member of our team, sits on her other side.

         “I won’t go into Witness Protection.” There’s an underlying ferociousness in her tone that I’ve never heard before. I’ve known her only a few weeks, but apparently this woman is half “honey” and “y’all” drawl, and half pure grit.

         I’ve been staring at her since she came into the room, and when her gaze finally meets mine, I swallow hard and fight not to look away.

         “We have a plan of action formed. Thorn Ryder here will take point on your assignment.”

         Her eyes flicker with something—recognition, maybe—and then she turns her gaze back on Jacob.

         “You’ll move into a secure condominium building owned by NES, a place that I’ve recently acquired for situations like this one, that can be surveilled twenty-four/seven. Thorn will be moving in with you, serving as your guard. He’ll be charged with keeping you safe for the duration of your time as our client. From here, you’ll go home to pack some bags, and you won’t be needing your car. We’ll park it in a secure location. To any outsider looking in, it’ll look like you’ve left town.”

         Frannie smooths her hands over her lap. “I work three twelve-hour shifts at the hospital every week. Mr. Ryder here will accompany me and do what, exactly…chill?”

         I clear my throat. “Um, no. You’ll have to take a leave of absence from work until Ward is brought in. Don’t know how long it’ll be, but we can make the hospital understand.”

         Frannie turns to face me full-on, not even bothering to hide the fact that she’s seething. “I. Will. Not. Quit. My. Job.”

         I lean forward, elbows digging into the table, jaw clenched tight. “No one said anything about quitting—”

         Her words barrel forward as if I hadn’t even spoken. This woman is all force and bluster when she’s worked up—a tornado just getting started. “But you’re telling me I can’t go to work. I’m sorry, that’s just not an option. I need my paycheck, and more than that I need my sanity. Work is my sanity. Can you understand that, Mr. Ryder?”

         I’m silent. Because, yeah, without NES I’d be a fucking shell of myself. I was able to put all the turmoil inside me, the emotions churning me up for the past ten years, away in a box because I had a mission in life.

         Always a mission.

         First I kicked my way through boot camp. Then I rose through the naval ranks as quickly as anyone possibly could in my position. Then I went out for SEALs and became one of the elite. There was no looking back for me. The more intense the job, the better it was for my sanity. And I know a lot of guys who felt the same.

         Maybe it’s like that for Frannie. Maybe, in order to overcome whatever she went through in her past, she needs to nurse others back to health.

         Who are we to take that shit away from her?

         “If you work…” My voice is grudging, gruffer than I intend it to be. “I’m there with you. For every shift. Tailing you. Shadowing you. Get used to it, Frannie, because I’m not going anywhere. It’s my job to keep you safe, and the rest of the team will be weighing in as needed.”

         She meets my gaze, her baby blues steady and wide and full of determination. In them, I see her agreement before she gives it to me like a gift.

         “Fine. If that’s how it has to be, I’m in.”
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            FRANNIE

         

         Hell has come to live right here on earth with me. And not in the form of Eli Ward, but in the form of Thorn freaking Ryder.

         “Your face is saying a lot of things right now, Frannie, but I don’t know exactly what’s going through that head of yours. Talk to me.”

         Concern flashes in Indigo’s cinnamon-colored eyes. She’s pulled me into the staff lounge following the meeting, the two of us the only people in the cushy break room.

         Pressing both hands against the counter, I drop my chin against my chest as I take a shaking breath. “I can’t do this, Indigo. Not after what I went through with Eli.”

         Her voice is gentle behind me. “You’re scared.”

         I whirl to face her. “You’re damn right I’m scared. I promised myself I’d never be at risk again. And I know he’s supposed to be protecting me, but living with a man one-on-one like that, especially someone I don’t know…” My voice trails away as I picture it. A shudder rolls through me.

         Indigo closes the gap between us and cups my shoulders with her hands. “Listen to me, Frannie. Thorn Ryder is someone you can trust. I promise you that. You can count on my word, okay? He will keep you safe, and he’s nothing like your ex. You have nothing to fear from Thorn.”

         You have two choices here, Frannie. Put your trust in Night Eagle Security and Thorn Ryder, or disappear completely into Witness Protection.

         It’s not even an option. I can’t leave North Carolina. Looking into my friend’s eyes, I give her a shaky nod. “Okay, I’ll take your word for it.”

         Indigo’s lips tilt in one of her signature smirks, her hand letting the ends of my pink-tinged hair flutter through her fingers. “I like the pink. It suits you.”

         I return her smile. “Thanks. After Eli resurfaced, it felt like time for a change.”

         Indy’s eyes carry a knowing glint. “Stay strong, girl. We’ll catch the bastard. Until then, stay safe. Stay with Thorn.”

         
              

         

         A couple of hours later, I’ve said goodbye to my apartment and am riding shotgun in Thorn’s car. It’s like the dang heavens above sent him down to mess with me. My head needs to be clear right now, more than ever. I’m hiding in plain sight from the devil himself, the devil I happened to marry. But there’s so much more to my story than Eli Ward.

         So much more.

         Earlier, I kept Thorn’s profile in my peripheral vision as we walked out of the NES offices, located in the gorgeous and luxurious Wrightsville Beach area of Wilmington, North Carolina. The man is built like a Greek god, like every woman’s fantasy come to life. At least, if that woman’s got a lick of sense in her head, which I’d like to think I do. He’s all brawny, golden muscle. Literally rippling with it, his broad chest accentuated by the blue Dri-FIT T-shirt with the Night Eagle Security logo on the front. The guys all wear them in different colors, but this pacific blue is my favorite on Thorn. His eyes are almost the exact same shade, and a woman could fall straight into those suckers and drown if she isn’t careful. I allowed my eyes to scan down his arms, packed with lean muscle just like the rest of him.

         My mouth actually watered.

         When he stopped in front of a shining black BMW sedan, a gleaming beast of a vehicle, my steps stuttered to a halt. “This is your car?”

         He paused, hand on the passenger-side door handle as his gaze raked over me. “Yeah. Why?”

         I shook my head, feeling stupid. “I don’t know…Just thought…Shoot. I just thought you’d be driving a truck or something.”

         Thorn’s lips curved into a smirk. “Love trucks. Just love fast cars more.” The door unlocked with the touch of his hand and I climbed inside, settling into the buttery-soft leather.

         I watched him walk around the front of the car to his side, his steps unhurried, calculated, like a predator’s. He tossed his keys into the air and caught them twice before reaching the driver’s side. He seemed carefree, but I didn’t miss the stealthy gaze he aimed at our surroundings just before he got into the car.

         And now I can see why he’s my protector until Eli is put behind bars.

         A shudder goes through me just thinking about Eli. Moving to the Carolinas from Oklahoma was a calculated move. Lobelia, an old childhood friend, lives only an hour away, and Eli doesn’t know about her. I cut all ties with everyone I knew from Oklahoma, especially my parents. It didn’t matter to them that I ended up in the hospital after Eli beat me…even when I was pregnant. Eli paid the mortgage on their lavish home, kept them living in a luxury they never would have been able to afford otherwise.

         Thorn’s voice interrupts my thoughts, the tenderness and intuitiveness there sending my heart pounding against my ribs. “He won’t get to you. Our team would never allow that to happen. You don’t need to be afraid, but you have to be cautious. Life is going to change for a while.”

         My throat clogs with emotion that I can barely hide in time. Glancing toward the window, I make a decision right then and there. Thorn Ryder will not get under my skin. The man might be sexy and strong and who knows what else, but kindness is where I draw the line. I can’t do kind.

         Kindness in a man right now just might break me, or draw me in. And I can’t afford either one.

         My life is complicated, and Eli is just one of the reasons why.

         I blink a few times to clear the wetness gathering in my eyes, swallow hard around the lump in my throat, and look at Thorn. “So, Ryder, why don’t you tell me about yourself?”

         Calling him Ryder is safer. Gives me a little bit of distance from the man sitting beside me.

         Ryder stares at the road straight ahead, his expression unchanging and his body unflinching. Strong shoulders, steady hands, granite features that can apparently soften at just the right moment.

         Lordy.

         “Not much to tell. Been working at NES now for a year and a half. Used to be a SEAL. I’m no stranger to protecting people; keeping the bad guys away from the good ones. You’re safe with me.”

         At his last words, his deep blue eyes meet mine, like he’s checking to make sure I know he’s serious. And I do. There’s not a shred of humor in his tone, and I know he means what he says.

         But Eli isn’t just any bad guy. He’s not a terrorist with an agenda or an insurgent with a kamikaze complex. And I’m guessing from Ryder’s military background that those are the types of criminals he’s used to dealing with.

         Eli is certifiably insane. And that insanity mostly pertains to me. As his wife, I was his trophy. I had no idea that he was laundering money through the businesses I thought were legitimate until after I left.

         Instead of saying this to Ryder, I just nod. “Thank you. For doing this.”

         He makes the turn to take us out of the ritzy Wrightsville Beach area and into the main part of Wilmington, which is pretty suburban. Although no matter where you are in the city, the smell of the ocean and a view of palm trees are never far away. It’s so different from Oklahoma; it’s one of the reasons I fell in love with it when I fled.

         We ride in silence through the city. It’s late summer, and the evening hour is doing nothing to dampen the brightness outside.

         After a few minutes, we pull into a gated community on the Masonboro Sound. Inside the gates are upscale condominium high-rises, and I crane my neck to look up.

         “Holy crap.” The exclamation is out of my mouth before I can stop it. “This place is swanky.”

         Ryder chuckles. “Lots of amenities too, so we shouldn’t get too bored. There’s activities we can do on the sound. Are you good on the water? Paddleboarding, kayaking?”

         He pauses at the gate and keys in a code. The black iron rails before us slide open without a sound and he drives through them, heading to the left.

         He catches me staring at him. “What?”

         “You do know I grew up in Oklahoma, right? So I’m water challenged. Unless it’s a swimming pool, I can’t do it, buddy.”

         The deep rumble of his chuckle is a sound I could get used to, dammit. “Oh, yeah? Well, we’ll have to get you in the sound, then. It’s easier than learning to do that stuff on the ocean, because the sound is calm. There’s a pool here too, though. And tennis and a ton of other stuff to do.”

         I raise my eyebrows. “So being under the protection of NES is like being on vacation?”

         He laughs and pulls the BMW smoothly into a parking garage under one of the condominium buildings. I notice how secure it is when a large door slides shut behind us. It seems like the garage is only for the condos in this particular building.

         Shutting off the car, he looks at me. “Sit tight while I grab our suitcases. Then I’ll open your door for you.”

         “Is that an order, Ryder?”

         An exasperated look crosses his handsome face. “Is everything going to be a question with you?”

         Tucking my hair behind my ear, I widen my eyes. “What are you talking about?”

         With a sigh, he exits the car and opens the trunk. When he’s got the suitcases sitting outside the car, he opens my door and I step out. I make to grab my suitcase, but Ryder shakes his head.

         “I’ve got it.”

         There’s no room for argument in his voice, not that I’d want to argue with a man who’s gentleman enough to carry my suitcases, and so together we walk toward the elevator at the end of the garage.

         Inside the elevator, Ryder keys in a code on a pad beside a button labeled with a letter P. My stomach drops and he turns toward me, scrutinizing the wide-eyed look on my face.

         “Remember that Jacob owns this building. We get the penthouse. Only the Delta Squad team and Jacob have the penthouse code. It changes each time someone needs to use the place.”

         He ends this sentence with a grin, and the elevator doors open into the foyer of the most gorgeous space I’ve ever seen.

         I mean, if I had all the money in the world and could choose where I’d live, it’d be this condo. This one. Right here.

         Just inside the foyer is a contemporary-styled two-story great room with windows from floor to ceiling. As I stare, openmouthed, at the gorgeous view of the sound and horizon beyond, Ryder steps up beside me.

         “Don’t worry about exposure,” he murmurs, his voice a deep rumble that settles inside my bones. “Those windows are so darkly tinted that no one can see anything happening in here.”

         I nod, turning slowly to take in the room, the white walls with modern art, brushed steel finishes on all the hanging light fixtures and appliances.

         “There’s a balcony,” he continues.

         My attention focuses in that direction, and I catch sight of a metal porch encircling the entire first floor, loungers with teal cushions sitting in the sun and a table with four chairs under an umbrella.

         “But I’d rather you not go out there alone.” Ryder’s words imply that it’s a request, but his tone tells me that it’s no such thing. “Remember, no matter how amazing this place is, you’re here for a reason. And it’s my job to make sure you stay safe.”

         I salute him and continue into the incredible kitchen. Commercial-grade appliances with a huge concrete counter island. Navy blue cabinets with white stone countertops. I can’t keep my eyes from bouncing from one luxurious, beautiful finish to the next.

         “I’m gonna cook my ever-loving pants off in this kitchen.” It’s an announcement more for Ryder’s benefit than my own, but it’s true all the same.

         When I look at him, he’s leaning against one of the pillars separating the living space from the dining area and kitchen. There’s a crooked grin on his face as he stares at me, the expression in his eyes dark and unreadable. “That right? There’s going to be cooking without pants?”

         My cheeks flame. “You’re not from the South, are you, Ryder?”

         His eyes flare. “What’s with the ‘Ryder’ business?”

         Instead of answering, I step around him and wander down the hallway toward the…master suite? The bedroom is large and airy, featuring a vaulted ceiling with white beams and decorated in ocean-themed colors with a king-sized bed right in the middle. The bathroom is equally beautiful, with finishes similar to the kitchen. My gaze lands eagerly on the Jacuzzi tub before slipping over the glass-enclosed shower. And all of a sudden, I realize that this is my home for the foreseeable future, but I won’t be living here alone. My conversation with Indigo back at NES headquarters drifts through my head, and I swallow the doubt creeping back in. If my friend told me that I could trust Ryder, then I can. As difficult as it is for me to do that, I have to try. My heartbeat thuds in my chest and my breathing takes off as I whirl and race back down the hallway.

         I find Ryder exactly where I left him. He comes off the pillar immediately when he sees the look on my face, eating the distance between us in two strides and placing strong hands on my shoulders. The heat of his palms warms me instantly.

         “What is it?” His gaze searches my face before he moves me behind him and scans the hallway from which I just came.

         “No, no.” My voice is breathless. “It’s just…where’s the other bedroom?” I swallow, my whole body becoming flushed with slowly spreading heat.

         Ryder turns around slowly, hands still on my shoulders, assessing my expression. “There’s two more bedrooms upstairs. I don’t feel comfortable sleeping a floor away from you when I’m supposed to be protecting you, though. So you’ll take the master, and I’ll take the couch.”

         He doesn’t ask me if I’m okay with those arrangements, he just says it like that’s how it’ll be. I frown. “That doesn’t seem fair. Why don’t we just both sleep upstairs?”

         He shakes his head. “Negative. I want to be close to the front door and the windows on the first floor. But don’t worry, we’re on the highest floor of this building, so we’re safe, Frannie.”

         Frannie. It’s the first time I’ve heard him say my name. I changed my last name when I moved to North Carolina, but I’ve kept my first name. I always went by my full first name, Francesca, in Oklahoma, but my nickname suits me so much better. And hearing it roll off Ryder’s tongue is…whoa.

         “Yeah. Okay.”

         Ryder rubs his hands together. “We have a fully stocked kitchen here. How about we get settled and then either you get those pants off and start cooking, or we find some takeout menus?”
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