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First DownBook Three



High Rollers operations director, Grayson Barrett, is loving life. He travels around the country, working hard, partying harder, and engaging in no-strings attached fun whenever the urge strikes. But when he returns to his home base in Texas to find that his business partner has hired a new accounting manager, hes not amused. Shes gorgeous, intelligent, and clearly not interested in him.



After a bitter divorce, Alana Holmes moves to Arlington to start over. Her previous position, working for her husbands company, was a nightmare. She was living under his powerful thumb, forced to follow his rules, at home and at work. Not that shes finally broken free of him; shes determined to make it on her own. She has a new home, new job, and new opportunities. The only complication is Grayson, who bears a striking resemblance to her ex, in more ways than one






Chapter One



Tell me about yourself, Alana, Jaxon Davis said, tilting back his swivel chair.

His eyes traveled down her legs, prompting her to self-consciously pluck at the hem on the straight black skirt and wish it afforded more fabric. Shed felt good when shed looked in the mirror that morning, confident that the smart black suit and high heels were the right choice. But the way the High Rollers president was devouring her with his eyes made her wish shed opted for pantsand maybe a turtleneck.

Alana glanced at her resume on his desk. Hed barely looked at it. Probably because hed been too busy checking out her instead of her work history. Shed known too many men like Jaxon, men who thought they could have any woman they wanted just because they wielded power. Men like her ex-husband.

Ive spent the past five years working as the accounting manager for Holmes Inc. in Sacramento, she said, hoping he wouldnt press her for details about why shed left. She needed this job and the fresh start it represented.

I can see that, Jaxon said with a smirk, pointing toward the resume on his desk. Ive studied your resume, even checked your references. Thats why I asked you to come in for an interview. Id like to know more. He folded his hands. Like why youre looking to relocate.

For personal reasons, she said, offering a slight smile.

Personal reasons? He quirked an eyebrow. Which means you dont intend to tell me?

Alana sighed and instantly wished she could take it back when a scowl pulled his brows together. Im sorry. I dont mean to be evasive. I really want this job. In fact, I need this job. She wiped her damp palms on her skirt. Im a very hard worker, Mr. Davis, and you wont find anyone more knowledgeable about

Jaxon, he cut in.

Excuse me?

I asked you to call me Jaxon, remember?

Right, Jaxon, she repeated, hoping he couldnt tell how nervous she was.

He scrutinized her as if he knew all of her secrets. Was it possible he knew her ex-husband? They were undoubtedly of similar social standing, but they lived in different states. Was it possible their paths had crossed? Maybe Jaxon and Ronan were friends and that was why High Rollers was considering her for this position. Maybe her ex had put them up to it so he could continue to keep tabs on her.

Is there a problem? Jaxon asked as he leaned across his desk. You look a little pale. Can I get you a glass of water or something?

That would be nice, thank you, Alana said, holding her breath until hed left the room.

Chastising herself for being paranoid, she vowed to pull herself together by the time Jaxon returned. She had no logical reason to assume her ex-husband had any relationship with the High Rollers partners or even knew where she was applying. She was just letting her imagination get the best of her again.

Hiding from him for ten months, even though he went out of his way to ensure their paths crossed as often as possible, was making her a nervous wreck. That was why, despite her familys desire to have her stay close to home, she had to make a clean break and get as far away from Ronan and his spies as she could.

Jaxon returned and handed her a glass of ice water. Here you go. He obviously noticed her hand tremble when she took the glass, because he said, If youre not feeling well, we can reschedule this meeting.

No, she said too quickly. She blushed when he looked at her curiously. I mean, Im only in town for the day.

In that case, lets get down to business, Jaxon said, reclaiming his seat. Ill be honest, my partner Grayson usually conducts interviews, but hes out of town right now. So Im kind of winging it here.

He gave her a disarming smile that made her smile back. If shed been interested in dating, which she definitely was not, he would have made her toes curl.

Ill make it as painless as possible for you then, she said, wishing she had more experience with job interviews. Shed gotten married when she was in her last year of college and started working for her husbands software company right after graduation.

Id appreciate that. He grinned. So tell me about your last job. From a software company to a chain of sports bars? Thats quite a departure, isnt it?

I guess it is, she said, setting her glass on the table beside her. But I was employed by that company for years. Its time for a change.

Holmes Inc., he said, glancing at her resume again. Any relation?

She was naïve to think that wouldnt come up. Um, yes, its my ex-husbands company.

I see, Jaxon said, nodding. Its starting to make sense now.

What do you mean?

You gave me three personal references, no professional references. I was curious about that.

Sinking her teeth into her lower lip, she said, My ex-husbands employees are quite loyal to him, as Im sure you can imagine. I wouldnt feel comfortable asking any of them for a reference. Besides, Id rather he not know where Im looking for work. Cursing herself for piquing Jaxons curiosity, she rushed on. But if you need more references, Ive done a bit of freelance accounting during the past ten months. Im sure any of those clients would be happy to vouch for me.

This is none of my business, Jaxon said, but Ive heard of Holmes, Inc. Its a big company. Your ex-husband is obviously a wealthy man. Arent you entitled to support?

Alanas chest constricted. That was the last thing she wanted to discuss with a stranger. It didnt seem worth the trouble, she said with a tight smile. I just wanted to move on, not get caught up in litigation for months or years.

Interesting. Jaxon looked at her intently, as though he was trying to gauge her sincerity. Most women in your position wouldnt have walked away until they were satisfied theyd gotten what was coming to them.

Her lawyer had said the same thing, but all shed wanted was her freedom. Im happy with the decision I made. Im able to make a decent living as an accountant, certainly enough to support my modest lifestyle. She crossed and uncrossed her legs. Do you have any other questions for me?

Jaxon chuckled. I get the message. You want me to butt out of your personal life, am I right?

She winced. I dont mean to be rude, but Id rather not discuss it if its all the same to you.

Believe me, he said with a grin, no one has more skeletons in their closet than I do. I respect your right to privacy, Alana. The only thing that matters to me is whether you can do the job. My concern is

Here it comes.

You seem over-qualified. Our accounting manager has been with us since the beginning, and I suspect itll be another ten years or more before hes ready to retire.

I understand.

What Im saying is there isnt a lot of opportunity for advancement in that department. Would you be okay with that?

Honestly? I love being an accountant. As long as Im making a contribution to the company, thats enough for me.

Jaxon smiled as he picked up her resume and scanned it again. 4.0 GPA. Is that for real? I know a lot of people inflate their resumes to get a job.

Youre welcome to check it out, she said, trying not to take offense at his question.

That wont be necessary, he said. I like you, Alana. Lets give this thing a try.

She was grateful he thought she would be a good fit for his company, but she couldnt uproot her life without a contract. Id love to work for High Rollers, but this position youre offering me, is it on a trial basis?

No, we can offer you a… He seemed to consider his options. A three-year contract. Youll meet with my human resources manager later today to discuss the specifics, if that works for you.

Sure, that would be great. Thank you, she said, rising to accept his outstretched hand. I look forward to working with you, Jaxon.



***



I told you not to hire anyone until I got back, Grayson said, glaring at his partner.

Lighten up. Jaxon passed him a highball of scotch. This girl is perfect for the job. If anything, shes overqualified. We were lucky to get her.

Which means shell be looking for greener pastures, Grayson muttered, and well be right back where we started. Letting his friend interview candidates for the accounting position while Grayson was out of town had been a mistake. Jaxons brain was often the last to weigh in on decisions, especially when a beautiful woman was involved.

Why are you looking at me like that? Jaxon demanded, tipping back his glass.

What did this woman look like?

A slow smile spread across Jaxons face. Youve got to see her to believe her.

Thats what I was afraid of. Grayson set his drink aside without taking a sip. You cant make decisions like this because an applicant has a killer body or pretty face.

This girl is the total package, Barrett, so dont worry. Hell, you should be thanking me for doing your job for you.

Thank you? Grayson asked, feeling his anger at his friends arrogance swelling. I should think about killing you for making my job harder. Once this girl quits, and she will, Im the one wholl have to find her replacement.

Or you could leave it to our human resources department, Jaxon said, rolling his eyes. Isnt that what we pay them for?

I thought we agreed I would be involved in hiring everyone in the finance department, Grayson reminded him. Weve heard too many horror stories about crooked accountants fudging the numbers so they can skim money off the top.

And I thought we agreed not to talk business at our poker games, Zach Foster said as he walked into the room where they held their weekly poker games. He slapped Grayson on the back before he sat down beside him. How was your trip, buddy?

Okay, Grayson muttered, unable to let go of his frustration over Jaxons blatant disregard for the policies theyd all agreed to abide by.

Just okay? Zach asked, reaching for one of the chilled longnecks the waitress had left for them. That doesnt sound good. Problems with the Pasadena location already?

Hes just sulking, Jaxon said with a grin. I hired an accountant for the home office before he had a chance to interview her.

You agreed to wait until I got back, Grayson spat. You had no right to hire her without checking with me. Thats my department. He folded his arms. Do I stick my nose into your business?

Jaxon laughed. Man, if youre this uptight about some new hire, you really need to get laid.

If not for the fact the rest of their partners and friends chose that minute to walk in, Grayson might have jumped across the table and forced Jaxon to retract that statement. Sex wasnt Graysons problem and never had been. He had a great life, and he enjoyed the company of beautiful women with no strings attached. Just because Zach and Matt had found their happy endings didnt mean Grayson had any desire to be tethered to the old ball-and-chain. He had plenty of time for that. He wasnt even thirty-five yet. Maybe by the time he hit forty hed be ready to think about a wife and kids, but in the meantime, he was loving the single life.

Jokes and insults flew back and forth between the best friends. Grayson loved those guys as if they were the brothers hed never had.

Hows married life treatin ya, Matt? Brett asked, nudging Matt with his shoulder. Everything you thought it would be, or is she holdin out on ya now that shes got that ring on her finger?

Grayson didnt think intimacy would ever be a problem for Kristen and Matt. They could barely keep their hands off each other in public. He could only imagine what it was like behind closed doors.

You wont hear any complaints from me, Matt said with a shit-eating grin that almost made Grayson jealous. Taking another chance on marriage was the best decision I ever made.

I want to meet her, Grayson said, glaring at Jaxon.

Who? Jaxon asked, looking confused.

This new accountant you hired. I want her in my office tomorrow at nine a.m. sharp.

Are we back to that again? Jaxon moaned. Would you just let it go already? I told you I checked her references, and I emailed you her resume. Not even you could find fault with it.

I dont care. I still want to meet her. Grayson was breaking a cardinal rule by talking business at their poker game, but he didnt care. He wanted to meet the girl whod convinced his friend to ignore policy.

Jaxon reached for the cards in the middle of the table. She was catching a flight back home, I think. Said she had some loose ends to tie up before she starts work next Monday.

Shes not going to start work next Monday if I dont meet her first. Grayson knew he was being stubborn about this, but their business worked because they all respected each others positions in the company. Jaxon had basically bypassed Graysons decision-making power, and Grayson wanted to send him a clear message that he wouldnt tolerate it.

Fine, Jaxon said, sighing as he shuffled. Ill call her in the morning and see what I can do about setting up a meeting for you.

Dont try, Grayson warned, narrowing his eyes at Jaxon. Just do it, or youll be the one explaining to her why you have to rescind her job offer.

Tight ass, Jaxon muttered.






Chapter Two



Alana had been concerned when Jaxon had called and asked her to come in for a second interview. Shed thought she already had the job. He assured her that meeting with his partner was just a formality, but she couldnt help but worry. She needed the job.

Mr. Barrett will see you now, Ms. Holmes, the receptionist said with a smile. His office is just down the hall, third door on your left.

Thank you. Alana listened to the rhythm of her stilettos on the tile floor as she made her way down the hall. Shed been too nervous to eat breakfast, and that was triggering her hypoglycemia. Please dont let me faint, she prayed as she knocked on his door.

Come in.

His voice was cool and composed, with an underlying edge that made her even more anxious. When she opened the door, she nearly collapsed, but not because of her low blood sugar. The man sitting behind the huge oak desk was a dead ringer for her ex-husband. Same cropped dark hair, broad shoulders, light hazel eyes, olive skin…

I said come in, he repeated, staring at her as though he feared she may be on something.

Im sorry, she muttered, stepping into the room and closing the door. She couldnt very well tell him the reason for her odd reaction. Hello, Mr. Barrett. Its a pleasure to meet you.

He accepted her outstretched hand with a look of consternation. His eyes passed over her fitted gray dress. The dress was sleeveless, but with conservative accessories it was appropriate office attire. Especially since it was eighty-five degrees in the shade.

Im looking forward to working for High Rollers, she said, hoping she wasnt over-stepping by reminding him that his partner had already offered her the job.

Jaxon often takes liberties he shouldnt. Grayson reclaimed his swivel chair while gesturing to the guest chair across from him.

He wasnt thrilled his partner had hired her without checking with him first. Great. She was there to prove herself to a man who clearly thought shed gotten the job offer because Jaxon was a leg man. Alana sat down, crossing her legs as she leaned forward and clasped her hands over her knees. Ive been doing some research on your company, and Im very impressed with how much youve accomplished in such a short time.

Most people research a company before the interview, Grayson said, reaching for a sheet of paper. You waited until after Jaxon offered you the job before you checked out our company history?

She hadnt said as much, but since she was a terrible liar, she decided to be honest. A friend emailed me the job listing. She knew I was looking to relocate

Why is that? Grayson asked. It says here your current address is in Sacramento. Why do you want to move?

I just need a fresh start. She tried to resist the urge to press her hand against her temple when a dull ache spread across her forehead. The friend I mentioned, we went to college together. She lives in Arlington, so this seemed like as good a place as any to move to. She realized her explanation made her sound flighty, as if she was willing to pick up and move on a whim. Id been thinking about making a move for some time.

Why? he asked, glancing over her resume for what seemed like the tenth time.

Excuse me?

He sighed, setting the paper down on his desk. I asked you why youre relocating.

Grayson wasnt amiable like his partner. She feared if she told him the truth, he would hold it against her. Is that relevant?

To me it is. He folded his arms over his broad chest and stared her down. I dont relish the idea of investing resources in training and development if the employee in question doesnt intend to stick around.

Im looking to build a new life here in Arlington, she said, gripping the armrest of her chair when her stomach took a nosedive. But I cant do that unless I have a job.

Is something wrong? he asked, leaning forward.

He looked concerned, but unless she missed her guess, he was thinking about the ramifications for his company if she passed out and hit her head, spilling blood on their inlaid marble floor.

I skipped breakfast this morning, she said, pinching her lips together. It was stupid, I knowIm hypoglycemic. But I was a little nervous about this interview.

His eyes softened. Ill be right back.

Alana closed her eyes as he left the office. She was blowing everything. He would never trust her to be a valuable employee if she couldnt even take care of herself. She heard the door, and she opened her eyes.

Here, he said, setting a blueberry scone and glass of orange juice on his desk. Have this. It should help. He lifted a broad shoulder when she gave him a questioning look. My mothers diabetic. I know orange juice elevates the blood sugar pretty quickly.

Im sorry about this. She wrapped her hand around the glass tightly, hoping she could bring it to her mouth without spilling it. Her hand was trembling. It was silly of me not to eat something before I left the house.

The house? he asked, leaning his backside against the desk as he stared down at her. I thought you were from out of town. Youre not staying in a hotel?

No, she said, eyeing the scone. She would have killed for a bite, but she didnt want to be rude. Im staying with my friend and her mother while Im here.

Why?

She didnt know why he was making her personal life his business, but it wouldnt serve her to antagonize him. Because they offered, and I didnt care to waste money on a hotel. Besides, like I said, Kari and I went to college together, and we havent had the opportunity to spend much time together the past few years.

Why not?

This is getting ridiculous. The conversation felt more like a police interrogation than a job interview. No way would she tell him her ex was an obsessive control freak whod tried to tell her who she could and couldnt see. Im not sure how any of this is relevant, Mr. Barrett. I thought you wanted me to come in today to make sure I was qualified for this job.

Graysons eyes narrowed as he pushed off the desk. Why dont you enjoy your breakfast while I have a word with my partner, Ms. Holmes? Ill be back in a few minutes.



***



What the hell do you know about this woman you hired? Grayson asked, throwing Jaxons door open without knocking. His receptionist had told Grayson her boss was alone, and he didnt feel like wasting time on social niceties.

I know shes hotter than hell. Jaxon taunted him with a wide grin. What else do I need to know?

Grayson clenched his hands on the back of the guest chair in front of Jaxons desk. Shes hiding something, and I want to know what it is.

Youve been watching too many cop shows, Jaxon said, rolling his eyes. If you got out more

Shut it, Im serious. I get a weird vibe from her. Grayson couldnt put his finger on it, but hed met enough deceptive women to know one when he saw her.

Youre so suspicious, Jaxon said, turning his attention back to his computer. You really need to relax.

Grayson forced himself to take a deep breath. I asked you what you know about her. No one knew how to push his buttons quite like Jaxon. Telling him to relax was a sure-fire way to piss him off, and Jaxon knew it.

I know shes divorced, Jaxon said, not tearing his eyes away from the spreadsheet on screen. Her ex owned some big software company. I Googled him after she left yesterday. Hes loaded, yet she didnt seem interested in a settlement.

She told you that? Grayson asked. And you believed her?

Why wouldnt I? Jaxon raised a shoulder. I have no reason to distrust the girl.

It was ironic, Grayson thought. Jaxon wouldnt trust any of the women he dated, yet he had no problem trusting a potential employeeperhaps because his heart wasnt on the line. Yeah, well I do. I want a background check on her before we proceed.

So do one, Jaxon said.

Grayson hated being put in that position. He hired based on his instincts, which rarely failed him. Now Jaxon was putting him in the awkward position of having to delve into a womans personal life because hed hired her prematurely. Fine, I will.

You in for dinner tonight? Jaxon asked as Grayson walked to the door.

Dinner?

Yeah, the Cunningham twins are back in town, and I dont know about you, but its been too long for me.

Grayson didnt know if his friend was suggesting hed been without a woman, but he highly doubted it. Women threw themselves at Jaxon, not that hed met one whod kept him interested past the third date. Grayson gripped the brushed nickel doorknob. Im kind of tired… and stressed. I may just hit the gym and order in tonight.

Jaxon groaned. Come on, you cant expect me to entertain both of them.

Grayson knew Jaxon wouldnt have any problem doing just that. Ask one of the other guys.

Whatever.

Grayson made his way back to his office hoping he wouldnt find their new hire in a heap on his office floor. She had looked a little pale and shaky when hed left. If her story about hypoglycemia was true, she should have felt better by now. If not, she was definitely trying to hide something.

He strode into his office. Feeling better?

Much, thank you, she said, offering a weak smile. Im sorry about that. I usually dont make the mistake of skipping meals, but I was a bit nervous about this interview, Mr. Barrett.

Call me Grayson. If he turned on the charm, maybe he could learn more about her background. If their investigator turned up information contrary to her story, he could let her go.

Only if youll call me Alana, she said, smoothing a hand over her skirt.

Fine, Alana it is. He removed his suit jacket and hung it on the back of his swivel chair before undoing the buttons at his wrists and rolling back his sleeves. He caught Alana looking at him before she tore her eyes away. He smiled, hoping she bought his softening attitude toward her. I hope you dont mind. Id like to get a little more comfortable. Truth is, Id much rather wear jeans, a T-shirt, and cowboy boots to work.

Then why dont you? she asked, her eyes raking over him. You are the boss, right?

Yeah, but its important to dress for success, especially since Im out there every day representing our brand.

That makes sense, I guess.

When you walked in here today, you looked like youd seen a ghost, he said, sitting and tilting back his chair. He regarded her carefully for any sign she may be uncomfortable with his question. Care to tell me why?

You… uh… reminded me of someone, thats all.

Who?

She looked as though shed rather not answer, but she finally said, My ex-husband.

Ah, I see. Grayson would have to Google the guy as soon as Alana left, if for no other reason than to determine whether there were any similarities.

He watched her carefully. He intended to make her uncomfortable under his close scrutiny, but closer inspection only made him uncomfortable. He could see why his partner had hired her. She was stunning, with long blond hair, bright green eyes, and curves that didnt belong on such a tiny frame.

What do you do for fun, Alana? He knew hed caught her off guard, which had been his intent. I think you can tell a lot about a person by their hobbies, dont you?

I guess, she said warily.

So…?

I love sports, she admitted, looking a little sheepish. That was part of the reason I was so excited about this job.

Sports? He tried to hide his disbelief. In his experience, women who looked like her had rarely heard of a line drive, much less hit a fastball. Really?

Dont look so surprised, she said, laughing. I have three brothers. I was a real tomboy growing up.

Is that so? Asking her to create a picture of her life was a mistake, especially since he was determined not to like her.

Yeah, I played just about every sport. I havent had a lot of time for organized sports, she said, licking her lips. But I still manage to work out. Im kind of addicted to weights, and I love to run.

She could be describing me. Grayson would be in real trouble if she continued to give him reasons to like her. How was he supposed to keep the best interests of their company in the forefront of his mind if he was blinded by her gorgeous smile? Weight training certainly explained those ridiculous curves and toned arms. They say diet is 80% and exercise is 20%. You think thats true?

I do. I try to eat clean, but I love having a greasy cheeseburger and crispy fries on my cheat day. Her cheeks turned pink. How bad is that?

He grinned. Youre a woman after my own heart. Listen, you feel like a cheat night tonight? Once you earn it, of course. A little voice in his head told him he was crazy to even suggest it, but he figured a social setting could help lower her defenses. Besides, he wanted to find out if she could really hold her own in the gym or was just feeding him a line.

I dont think

Its a business dinner, of course. I was planning to hit the gym after work anyways. I just thought you might like to come with me?

In that case, Id love to. She smiled. Thanks for the invite, Grayson.

My pleasure. He wrote his cell number on the back of a business card. Why dont you text me the address of where youre staying? If five oclock works for you, we can hit the gym, shower there, and head out for dinner. Just bring a change of clothes with you.

Sounds great. Alana stood and offered her hand. It was a pleasure meeting you.

You too. He hoped shed turn out to be everything she seemed; otherwise, he was setting himself up for disappointment.



***



Alana stared at her reflection in the full-length mirror on the door of her friends childhood bedroom. She did a half spin to look at her backside in the mirror. She didnt go anywhere without her running gear, so she hadnt had to scramble to find something to wear to the gym. Alana was still perplexed by Graysons offer. Hed seemed to be looking for reasons not to like her, so why had he asked her out? Was it a ploy to get her to lower her defenses? If so, he wouldnt get very far. She was an expert at dealing with manipulative men.

When she heard a knock on the bedroom door, she glanced at the digital clock on the bedside table. It was too early for Grayson to make an appearance, unless he was hoping to arrive early to extract information from Kari and her mother. If that was his plan, he would hit a dead end. That pair was as loyal as anyone shed ever known, which was why she loved them like family.

Come in, Alana called.

Kari opened the door and leaned against the doorframe. Mama said you were going out. I thought she said you had a date, but it looks like youre going for a run.

A gym date, she said, swiping Chapstick over her lips. Shed packed sandals and a sundress in her gym bag. Hopefully Grayson wouldnt want to go anywhere too fancy for dinner. Its not a date, really. Its a business dinner.

Kari pulled the elastic from her long, blond hair and shook her ponytail loose before rubbing her scalp. How does the gym fit in?

Im not really sure, Alana admitted, sitting on the edge of the double bed. He asked me what I do for fun. I told him I like to run, and next thing I know, were making plans to hit the gym before dinner. Weird, right?

It does sound kind of strange. Kari kicked off her ballerina flats before wiggling her toes into the plush carpet. Is he cute?

Cute wasnt the word Alana would have chosen to describe Grayson. Sexy. Arrogant. Gorgeous. Dangerous. But she didnt want to alarm her friend, so she said, Youll see soon enough. Hes picking me up in about ten minutes. I hope thats okay.

Kari sat beside her on the bed and fell back, throwing her arms over her head. You can consider this your home as long as youre here. You know that.

I love you guys for that, Alana said, glancing over her shoulder. Rough day at work?

Karis mother had been a single parent, so when Kari had decided to go to college in California, Joanie went along for the adventure. Shed rented a little house not far from campus where Kari and Alana would often go when they tired of the slop the cafeteria dished out. After graduating with a business degree, Kari had taken a leap by moving with Joanie to Arlington. Kari had opened a little jewelry store to sell her handmade wares, and so far, it had been well received. If Alana had to leave her family in Sacramento, being with Kari and her mother was the next best thing. The thought of moving to a strange city where she didnt know a soul was a daunting prospect.

It was a good day, Kari said, stifling a yawn. I finished a couple of pieces Id been working on for a few days, sold a few pieces, and managed to finish preparing for the craft show in two weeks.

With any luck, Ill be living here by then. Ill help man the booth so you wont have to pay anyone.

What would I do without you? Kari rolled onto her side and propped her head in her hand.

Alana laughed. Youve managed just fine for the past seven years. Thank goodness for phones, video chats, and text messages though.

What would we have done without those? Kari teased. I still cant believe Im back here, living with my mother.

Kari and her live-in boyfriend had parted ways late last year. Since she couldnt afford to keep the business going and pay rent, shed had to move back in with her mother.

Ive been thinking about that, Alana said. What if we got an apartment together?

Seriously?

Yeah, I think it would be fun. Alana laughed. Something bigger than our dorm room though. By our last semester, I was ready to hurl your shoes out the window. Every time I turned around, I was tripping over them.

I wasnt that bad. Kari laughed, nudging her friends backside with her knee.

No, you were worse. Alana bent to tie her sneakers.

Kari asked, You would seriously want to live with me? I thought you were looking forward to having your own space after living with that control freak for so long.

Alana had been staying with her parents since the divorce, mainly because she knew her ex wouldnt dare hunt her down there. Her father was a retired police captain who would happily have Ronans butt thrown in jail if he caught a whiff of harassment. She hadnt told her parents about Ronans manipulation, mainly because she didnt want to worry them.

I dont know. Alana tucked her foot under her knee. It might be kind of fun, us living together again. What do you think?

I dont know, Kari said hesitantly. You know Id love to, but Mamas letting me stay here rent-free so I can save up a down payment for a house. Figured it was time for me to grow up.

Yeah, I know what you mean, Alana said. Shed been thinking about how nice it would be to have a little house of her own. One that she chose and decorated herself, not like the mausoleum her ex had bought behind her back and paid a team of designers to finish to his specifications. Hed never consulted her about even a stick of furniture. Ive been thinking the same thing. Maybe if this job pans out, Ill be able to do that in a year or two, buy a little house of my own.

Youd be able to do it now if youd just fought for what you deserved, Kari said.

Alana loved her friend for looking out for her, but Kari would never understand the hell Ronan had put her through. By the time she finally broke free, shed only wanted to cut all ties. Holding up their divorce in litigation would have been a nightmare. Im just glad its over. Im finally rid of him, and I couldnt be happier. Alana got up when she heard a car pull into the gravel drive.

Kari snuck a peek out the window as Grayson slammed the door of his silver Aston Martin. Oh my God… Her face lost color, and her blue eyes went wide with shock.

Whats wrong? Alana asked, gripping her friends shoulder.

I thought that was him for a minute.

Who?

Ronan.

Oh, yeah. A nervous giggle escaped Alanas lips. The resemblance is uncanny, isnt it?

Yeah, but he cant possibly be as big an ass as your ex.

Dont be so sure about that, Alana said, linking arms with her friend. Come on, let me introduce you to Mr. Wonderful. You can decide for yourself whether hes the devil in disguise. Lord knows I cant trust my own instincts.






Chapter Three



Quaint. Thats the word Grayson would have used to describe the little house where Alana was staying. It wasnt at all what hed been expecting. Hed pegged her for a gold digger, even though she claimed she hadnt wanted anything from her ex. Shed no doubt married him for the cars, jewelry, clothes, trips… Grayson knew that type of woman too well. They wanted it all without expecting to give anything in return.

He must have been scowling, because when the petite gray-haired lady answered the door, she asked, Would you like to try that again, son?

Im sorry, maam, Grayson said, feeling a little hot under the collar. She reminded him of his mother, who still scolded him when he forgot to mind his manners. My name is Grayson. Im here to pick up Alana. Is she ready?

She is, she said, opening the door farther and gesturing for him to enter. Come in. My names Joanie. Im Karis mama. Can I get you a glass of sweet tea before yall leave?

No thank you, maam. We really should get going. We have a dinner reservation after the gym.

She laughed as she slid her silver-framed glasses up on her head. I cant say Ive ever had a date take me to the gym. I guess you score points for originality.

Oh, this isnt a date, Grayson said quickly. Its just a business dinner. You see, my partner offered Alana a job and… The words got stuck in his throat when he saw her descending the stairs in a black racer-back tank and running shorts. She hadnt been kidding when shed said she loved working out.

Hello, Grayson, Alana said, gripping the wood banister as she cleared the last step. Youre right on time. Are you trying to set a good example by being punctual?

She was teasing him, and hed be damned if he wasnt smiling. I guess I am. He glanced at her friend. She was short, blond, and curvythe type he normally went for. But standing next to Alana, she didnt hold his interest for more than a second.

Id like you to meet my closest friend, Alana said, gripping the blondes hand. Kari Bennington, Id like you to meet Grayson Barrett.

Karis eyes widened, and her mouth formed a little O before Alana squeezed her hand. Im sorry, Grayson. Kari laughed lightly. You just bear an uncanny resemblance to someone I used to know.

Grayson had no doubt she was referring to Ronan. After Alana had left his office, hed gone online to research her ex, and he had to admit the resemblance was startling. His mother had told him everyone had a twin, and he suspected his was making millions in Sacramento.

Its nice to meet you, Kari. He took her hand.

Have you met Joanie? Alana asked, smiling at Karis mother.

We have indeed, dear, Joanie said.

Well then, I guess we should be on our way, Alana said.

Grayson glanced at the black gym bag over her shoulder. I did mention wed shower and change at the gym, didnt I?

I have everything I need here. Looking uncertain, she said, Thats assuming dinner will be fairly casual? I didnt plan to stay in town long on this trip, so I just brought a couple of sundresses. If thats too casual for what you had in mind

No, thats perfect. Grayson couldnt deny he was surprised. Hed expected her to be a high maintenance girl who dressed to impress. Maybe hed misjudged her, he thought, watching her give Kari and Joanie a peck on the cheek before promising she wouldnt be home late. Grayson smiled at the mother and daughter waving to them as they made their way down the walk.

I hope well be seeing more of you, Joanie called after them.

Mama, he heard Kari whisper, hes her boss, not her boyfriend.

No reason he cant be both, Joanie muttered.

Oh God. Alana grimaced as he opened the passenger door for her. I love that woman with all my heart, but sometimes I think she was born without the part of your brain that censors your thoughts.

Grayson laughed as she slid into the low leather seat and buckled up. Sounds like my mama. She claims shes too old to give a rip what anyone thinks. Problem is, shes always been like that, so she cant blame it on age.

Alana looked up at him, flashing straight white teeth and shallow dimples.

Damn, youre too beautiful. He hadnt intended to say that aloud, but he couldnt be sorry he had when he saw how flustered she got. She was cute when she was flustered.

You didnt say where were going for dinner, she said as he started the car. She was obviously trying to change the subject.

He glanced at her out of the corner of his eye. Why is it so difficult for you to take a compliment, Alana?

She pinched her lips together as though she was trying not to say the first thing that came to mind. I guess I havent had a lot of practice.

Are you kidding? You must have to carry a can of mace in your purse just to ward off would-be suitors.

She clasped her hands in her lap and stared out the window. She was obviously uncomfortable with his line of questioning, which only made him want to pursue it more. What was she trying to hide? Had she been unfaithful to her husband? Is that what broke up her marriage? He wondered how he could pose the question delicately.

Were you and your husband together a long time? he asked, deciding to ease into it.

He was my only boyfriend, she said quietly.

Seriously? He expected her to have left a string of broken hearts. Could she be telling the truth that shed only been with one man?

We met when I was in college and married two weeks after I graduated.

She still wasnt looking him in the eye. Then a man beside them at the stoplight winked and smiled at her. She jerked her eyes from the window so quickly her gaze collided with Graysons.

He was flirting with you, Grayson said, glaring at the kid wearing the cowboy hat and driving the beat-up Ford truck.

So what? she said, sliding her palms down her bare legs.

You could be my girlfriend or wife for all he knew. He reached for the button to roll down her window so he could give the kid a piece of his mind. Normally he wouldnt care, but the unwanted attention bothered Alana so much he saw red. I dont appreciate when someone disrespects me or the woman Im with.

Grayson, please, she said, looking panicked. Dont.

Before he could respond, the light turned green, and the kid drove off.

Hey, are you okay? he asked, noting her breathing seemed labored.

She flattened her palm over her heaving chest. Yes, Im sorry. I just didnt want that to turn into an ugly scene.

She looks about ready to have a panic attack. What makes you think it would have? I just wanted to tell him to back off. Where Im from, when you see a woman with another man, you dont come on to her. Period.

Oh God. Alana clutched her stomach. Im sorry. I dont feel very well. She pointed at the dirt parking lot. Would you mind pulling over for just a minute? I need some fresh air.

Sure, he said. The last thing he wanted was for her to lose her lunch all over his leather interior. He rolled her window halfway down. You were feeling all right earlier, werent you? I mean, I know you werent feeling all that hot this morning, but I thought that was because youd skipped breakfast. Could you be coming down with something?

No, I dont think so, she said, leaning forward and taking big gulps of the fresh air blowing through the window. As soon as the car stopped, she reached for the handle. Ill be back in a few.

Both stunned and confused, Grayson watched her hit the running track. What was up with that woman? She acted as if being near him was a challenge she wasnt up to taking on. He gave her a few minutes to get it together before he decided he couldnt wait another second to find out what was bothering her. He locked his car and pocketed his keys before doing a few quick stretches while he waited for her to come back to his side of the track.

Falling into step beside her, he said, You wanna tell me what the hell that was all about?

A tear slid down her cheek, and she quickly brushed it away with the back of her hand. Im sorry. I didnt mean to freak out on you. Its just that I…

You what? Grayson felt like a jerk for pursuing it when she clearly wanted to let it go, but he needed to know what was bothering her.

They jogged in silence for a few minutes before she finally said, I suffer from anxiety. I swear it wont affect my job performance. In fact, Im hoping itll get better when Im finally away from Sacramento.

Her light-headedness in his office, her rapid breathing in his car when he threatened to challenge that kid… Whatever her reasons for wanting to escape her hometown, they obviously ran deep. You want to talk about it, Alana?

She swallowed a few times before forcing herself to take a deep breath. My ex-husband used to do stuff like that all the time… call out men for looking at me. I cant tell you how many guys ended up in the hospital just for being a little too friendly at a party.

Grayson processed that new information. No wonder she had freaked out. Given the things shed undoubtedly witnessed with her ex, she probably thought he had planned to pull that kid out of his car and beat him senseless. Im sorry. I didnt mean to upset you. I wouldnt have laid a hand on him, you know. Thats not my style. I dont go off for no reason.

She didnt look convinced. Are you sure about that?

Trust me. Im not the jealous type.

Really?

Ive never been in a fight over a woman. The way I see it, if she wants someone else, let her have him. Curiosity got the better of Grayson as they put another mile behind them. Did you want someone else? Is that what broke up your marriage?

What? No!

He could tell hed offended her, which hadnt been his intent. Then why did you leave him? Or was it the other way around? Did he leave you?

She stopped dead, glaring at him with her hands fisted on her hips. Not that its any of your business, but my husband was an arrogant, jealous, controlling, manipulative son-of-a-bitch who thought he owned me. Thats why I left him. Do you have any more deeply personal and highly inappropriate questions to ask before I tell you to take me home?

Grayson stared at her, shocked by her sudden fit of temper. She was a pistol, with her eyes shining with fury, her breasts heaving, and a sheen of sweat on her beautiful face. He couldnt remember the last time hed been more captivated. He wanted to take her home all rightto his home.

Im sorry, okay? I didnt mean to piss you off. I was just curious about what happened with your ex. He planted his hands on her shoulders, cautious about what she might do with that knee if she decided she didnt appreciate the gesture. Let me make it up to you with a nice dinner. My buddy Zachs parents own a golf course and country club. Thats where I wanted to take you tonight. Since weve already gotten some cardio in and its getting late, why dont we just head back to my place to shower and change?

Your place? she asked, sounding wary.

I promise to be a perfect gentleman. He crossed his finger over his heart with what he hoped was a disarming smile. Ill set you up in one of the guest bedrooms, and youll have your own bathroom. Itll be easier than getting ready at the club where youll have to elbow other women out of the way for a spot at the mirror. His eyes raked over her petite frame. Not that I doubt you could hold your own against any of those socialites. Just flex those muscles, and youll scare them all away.

Her mouth twitched before she said, Youre an ass.

Is that any way to talk to your new boss?

She raised an eyebrow. I thought the jury was still out on that.

The jury just returned the verdict, he said, grinning. It was unanimous. You got the job.

Hmmm… She looked him over thoroughly, the same way he had given her the once-over. Since were going to be working together, I guess I have to make nice, dont I?

Alana was nothing like hed thought she would be when he asked her out. He found that the more layers he peeled back, the more he wanted to get to the essence of who she was. Come on, lets go out and celebrate your new job. Please? Grayson wasnt accustomed to coercing a woman to spend the evening with him, but something about Alana told him she was worth the effort.

Fine, but no dessert, she said, walking ahead of him. I barely worked up a sweat on the trackprobably because my running partner couldnt keep up.

Graysons mouth dropped open at the cheap shot before his lips curved into a begrudging smile. Hell yeah, this was gonna be fun.



***



Alana stared at her reflection in the steamy bathroom mirror. What was she doing? Why had she agreed to go out with her new boss? Maybe because he gives you butterflies. All the more reason not to go out with him, she argued. He looked like Ronan. Hell, he even acted like Ronan. He was a rich, handsome, powerful man used to getting his own way. Shed learned her lesson the hard way with her husband, and shed vowed when she got involved again it would be with someone safe.

Almost ready? Grayson asked, tapping on the bathroom door.

God, even his deep voice gave her thrill bumps. Dinner was a bad idea. Pressing her hand against her flat stomach, she wondered if it was too late to feign illness. No, after the episode in his office, not to mention in his car, he would insist on seeing a letter from her doctor and her shrink before letting her set one foot back in his office building.

Be out in a minute, she called, bracing her hands on the counter. You can do this, she whispered to her reflection, hoping he wasnt standing outside the door. Its not a real date. Its a business dinner… with a man who bears a striking resemblance to your one and only lover. The man whos terrorized you for the past year because you insisted on leaving him. Just do it. Forget who he reminds you of. Focus on the fact that hes your new boss and having a good working relationship with him would be to your advantage.

After her little pep talk, she shoved cosmetics back in her bag, squared her shoulders, fluffed her hair once more, and threw open the door. Her intent to remain calm and self-assured fled with a squeal when she saw him sitting at the foot of the guest bed, not more than a few feet from the bathroom door.

He continued texting with a smirk. Didnt mean to startle you.

Its okay. It wasnt, but what was she supposed to say? It was his house.

I think its cute that you talk to yourself.

She wanted to run back into the bathroom, lock the door, and refuse to come out until hed left, but that wasnt an option. I dont talk to myself… much.

He threw his head back and laughed. Thats good to know. If it was a common occurrence, I might be concerned.

Its just that you make me nervous. So much for playing it cool.

Why do I make you nervous?

He braced his hands on the bed behind him and made her mouth water involuntarily. His dark hair was still damp from his shower, and hed changed into a white shirt, black blazer, and dress pants. His shirt was left open at the neck, highlighting his dark tan. She was wrong to think he could pass for Ronans twin. On closer inspection, she realized he was even better looking.

You didnt answer my question. Why do I make you nervous? he asked, tipping his head to the side.

Im just not very good at this… She gestured from him to her before she realized she was flailing her hand. This whole male-female thing. God, she was making it sound as though they were dating. What I mean is I dont have a lot of male friends. Not that were friends. Obviously this is just an employer/employee relationship. I know that. I wasnt trying to imply

Alana, he cut in, looking amused, relax. I know what youre trying to say, and for the record, Id like us to be friends. I cant say Im friends with any of my other employees, but for you, Id like to make an exception.

She appreciated that he was trying to put her at ease. Probably because he was afraid shed go off at dinner and embarrass him if he didnt figure out how to rein her in. She realized he was looking at her expectantly, as though waiting for a response to his offer of friendship. Id like that too. Honestly, I can use all the friends I can get. When she realized how that must sound, she tried to backtrack. He didnt need to know she wasnt leaving many friends behind in Sacramento. Ronan had chased most of her friends away with his threats and intimidation tactics. You know how it is, moving to a new city and all.

I cant say that I do, he said. I was born and bred right here in Arlington.

Thats nice. She slipped into the silver flats shed left at the foot of the bed. Its nice to feel as though you belong somewhere, isnt it?

That must be the way you feel about Sacramento, isnt it?

Sure.

Then why move? He clearly intended to pursue that until he got an answer that satisfied him.

My ex wasnt ready to let me go. He didnt want the divorce, and he did everything in his power to talk me out of it. Alana hadnt intended to share her life story with him, but perhaps if he understood her, she wouldnt seem quite so quirky. When talking didnt work, he resorted to threats, intimidation, even stalking.

Why didnt you get a restraining order? Grayson demanded, his handsome face twisting in anger. He had no right to harass you. Couldnt the police have done something about it?

She folded her workout clothes before slipping them back in her bag. They were in a tough position. Whenever there was a fundraiser, Ronan was their largest supporter. Probably because his brother was a sergeant with his eye on the chiefs job. Ronan thought he could pave his brothers way with dollar bills. Turns out it gave my ex the right to bully people too.

Thats bullshit!

Surprised by his sharp tone, her head shot up. Its okay. You dont have to be angry on my behalf, Grayson. I figured out a long time ago thats just how the game is played.

Is that why you dont like me? Because you think Im some rich bully who gets off on throwing my weight around like your ex did?

I never said I didnt like you. She shouldnt like him; the warning signs were there. Im sure youre a nice guy.

He snorted, crossing his arms. No, Im not.

Excuse me? she asked, meeting his intense gaze. Big mistake. Looking into those eyes was like inviting temptation.

I dont want to give you the impression Im a nice guy, because Im not.

Oh, okay. She zipped up her bag and reached for her purse. If you say so.

Im serious. Im moody, arrogant, opinionated, bull-headed…

Anything else? she asked, trying to hide her amusement. He was listing his faults to deter her, and it wasnt working. His honesty only made him more attractive.

He seemed to give her question serious consideration. Im set in my ways. Im a perfectionist. I expect a lot of myself and others.

Must make it tough to have a relationship.

I dont do relationships, he said quickly. Im a terrible boyfriend, always forgetting birthdays and anniversaries. I dont think I have a romantic bone in my body.

Alana laughed. Romance is overrated.

His lips twitched before he tried to school his expression. I travel all the time. I love to party, but Im a workaholic. I live for High Rollers. What else do you need to know? Oh, Im crazy competitive. I think its a sickness.

You might be right, Alana said, thinking he might be the most adorable man shed ever met. You should think about getting help for that.

With a cleansing breath, he closed his eyes and braced his hands on his knees. I feel so much better now that you know the ugly truth about me. Ready for dinner?

Ready as Ill ever be.






Chapter Four



Grayson was smitten, no question about it. As he raised his glass to toast Alanas new job, he realized he would have to admit to Jaxon that hed been right to hire her. He hated admitting he was wronghis best friends enjoyed it way too much. But this time, it would be worth it.

Heres to new beginnings and having the courage to seek them out, he said, enjoying the rosy glow on her cheeks.

Alana was enjoying her second glass of wine, which she said was a rare treat, and it was obviously lowering her guard. Shed told him stories about growing up with overprotective brothers that made him laugh so hard he was wiping away tears. The outing was supposed to be a business dinnercorrection, it was supposed to be a fishing expeditionbut Alana had turned it into the most pleasant evening hed spent with a woman in years.

Cheers, she said, touching her glass against his. I know you had your doubts about me, Grayson. Thank you for giving me this opportunity. I promise I wont disappoint you.

I know you wont. He poured the rest of the wine into her glass before she could protest. I can call our driver when were ready to leave.

You have a driver?

We have a reliable service we use when the need arises.

I see. She took a sip of the wine before setting it down. You dont have to go to all that trouble. I can just call a cab.

Its no trouble. He smiled. My mama always told me when you pick a woman up, you see her home. No exceptions.

Your mama raised you well. She returned his smile.

The sexual tension between them had him thinking about how he would like the evening to end. Hed never slept with one of their employees, nor had any of his partners. Theyd agreed early on that that would be a mistake, but Alana made him question everything he thought he knew about propriety. She was clearly a classy lady, used to living a privileged life, but he sensed she could get a little wild too. That was the side he most wanted to see after hours.

What are you thinking about? she asked, trying to hide her smile.

I was thinking about your family. Liar. You said your brothers were over-protective. How did they feel about you marrying Ronan?

They never really liked him. They warned me he was too intense, even in the beginning, but I didnt want to listen. She sighed. He was my first love, the man I wanted to build my life around. And I did, for years. In the process, I lost any sense of who I was.

Why did you finally decide to leave him? He was happy shed finally come to that decision. If hed met her while she had still been married, he feared he might have felt the same intense attraction, and pursuing a married woman went against everything he believed in.

He cheated on me. Then he had the nerve to suggest we have a baby. She looked a little sad. I knew that would bind us together forever. I would have had no way to escape him, because he would have always been a part of my life through our child.

It sounds like you made the right call, Grayson said, trying to sound casual.

I did, no question about it. She twisted the wine glass instead of looking at him. Still, I really want to be a mom someday.

Marriage. Kids. Commitment. Grayson felt beads of perspiration break out on his forehead. Did you like being married? I mean, do you want to get married again someday or did that experience turn you off?

I loved being married at first, she said, looking wistful. Ronan was sweet and attentive, as though making me happy was the most important thing in the world to him.

What happened to change that? Grayson wondered if he was a masochist for wanting to know so much about her marriage.

It was weird, she said. I started working out at a gym near the office on my lunch hour. After working all day, I was too tired to work out in our home gym. Thats when I started noticing subtle changes in Ronan.

How so?

He started questioning me about where I was going and when I was coming back. If I bought a new outfit to wear to the gym, hed ask who I was trying to impress. Things escalated when I hired a personal trainer to help me prepare for a triathlon.

Triathlon? Grayson tried to conceal the shock in his voice. No wonder she was ripped. She wasnt just a fitness buffshe was a warrior.

It was on my bucket list, she said shyly, looking up at him. I wanted to challenge myself, you know, to see if I could do it.

And did you?

A few times, she said with a proud gleam in her eye. Turns out theres very little you cant do when you set your mind to something and refuse to let anything stand in your way.

Ill have to remember that. He was beginning to think there was very little he wouldnt do to get her into his bed.

Anyways, Ronan went ballistic when he found out I was working out with a man. He insisted I fire him and hire a female trainer who could work with me in our home if I was so hell-bent on competing in a triathlon, which he thought was a waste of time.

So what did you do?

I stood my ground, she said, folding her arms. I wasnt going to let him bully me into backing down. John was just trying to help me be the best I could be, and I needed him for that. Honestly, I wasnt sure I could do it, especially with Ronan telling me it was an impossible feat.

It must have pissed him off when you didnt do as he asked. Grayson knew men like Ronan. Simply because they were wealthy and powerful, they thought they had the right to call all the shots in the relationship.

Would it have pissed you off? she asked. If your wife had defied you that way?

Defied me? Grayson chuckled. I cant say Ive ever had much experience with obedient women. My mama and sisters are all pistols. If someone tried to tell one of them what to do, thered be holy hell to pay.

They sound like my kind of women, Alana said, grinning.

He hadnt taken a woman home in years, but he could imagine Alana sitting around his parents dinner table talking and laughing with the most important women in his life. No question, theyd love her. Which meant they would put all kinds of pressure on him about when they would see her again… Will you be back in town by Sunday?

I guess Ill have to be if Im starting work on Monday morning, right? Why do you ask?

Since youre new in town, I thought youd like to meet some people.

That might be nice, she said, smiling. You mean my coworkers?

No, my family.

Her eyes widened. Your family?

Yeah. He knew he should try to retract the offer, but he didnt want to. We all get together Sunday nights for dinner. Its been kind of a tradition for as long as I can remember.

I couldnt intrude on your family dinner, she said, looking a little panicked. Thank you for the offer, but

You wouldnt be intruding. My mamas always had an open-door policy. Ranch hands, neighbors, hell, even stray cats and dogs sometimes show up for my mamas grub.

Your parents live on a ranch? she asked.

Yeah. She was tempted to accept his invitation, he could tell. He just had to focus on the soft sell to seal the deal. You know anything about ranching?

No, I cant say that I do, but when I was a kid, I used to love riding horses. I took riding lessons three times a week.

What made you stop?

Her eyes filled with sorrow. My horse died. I didnt want to think about replacing him, so I just stopped riding.

My parents have horses, he said. Youre welcome to ride one, if youd like.

Really? she asked with excitement. You dont think theyd mind?

Of course not.

If youre sure, then Id love to come on Sunday. Thanks for the invitation.

My pleasure. He had no doubt that spending more time in her company would be a pleasure indeed.



***



Jaxon launched a paper airplane across Graysons office. Just admit that I was right about hiring Alana.

Grayson rolled his eyes at his friends antics. I dont have to admit anything. Waiting for Sunday to roll around so he could see Alana again had made it the longest week of Graysons life, but he would be damned if hed admit that to Jaxon.

You dont have to admit it. I know you took her to dinner at the club. Jaxon grinned as if hed just revealed a sordid secret. Why didnt you mention that?

Grayson should have known his partners would find out. Zachs parents owned the club, and his father had greeted them when theyd walked into the restaurant. So what?

You like her. Jaxon balled up a piece of paper and aimed it at the wastebasket. Just admit it. Shes totally your type. I could tell the first time I met her youd be into her.

Dont you know trees are being cut down as we speak to support your juvenile games? Grayson grabbed the stack of paper from his printer and shoved it in a drawer before Jaxon could steal another sheet.

Youre trying to change the subject, Jaxon said, settling deeper into the chair. Its not going to work. Im not leaving until you admit youre into her.

Then youll be waiting a long time, Grayson said, trying to get back to work.

I got that background check on her. You know, the one you asked for. You wanna hear what Sulli came up with? Jaxon tapped the manila folder hed brought into the office with him. Its all right here. Every dirty little secret.

The background check. Grayson had forgotten all about that. He should have told Jaxon to forget about it, but hed been too distracted to give it much thought. I dont need to see it.

Why not? Jaxon asked, smirking. Theres some really interesting stuff in here. Makes for interesting reading.

Grayson hated that Jaxon knew things about Alana that he didnt, but he wanted her to be the one to tell him her life storymaybe while they were lying in bed after a marathon session between the sheets. Not interested.

Youre such a liar, Jaxon said. And not even a very good one. He flipped through pages in the folder before he held up an 8x10 glossy photograph of Alana onstage wearing a bikini and high heels. Did she tell you she competes in fitness competitions? Shes been doing that since the divorce. Shes placed twice in figure at some pretty prestigious events. Her diet must be pretty damn tight to pull that off, huh?

Grayson knew his friend was just trying to bait him, and he refused to fall into Jaxons trap. Alanas life was private, and he had no right to uncover more than she was willing to divulge. When hed suggested their investigator check her out, he had been more interested in whether anything in her past would pose a threat to the company, not a blow by blow of how she spent her days.

Think this guys her boyfriend? Jaxon asked, holding up another glossy photo of Alana in workout clothes.

She was standing outside of a gym with a muscle-bound man who seemed to be hanging on her every word. He was in her personal space, crowding her against a car. They looked cozy, Grayson thought, biting his tongue. Too damn cozy.

I dont know. Why dont you ask her?

Or maybe its this guy… Jaxon held up another photo of Alana talking to a middle-aged man in a designer suit. Again they looked friendly, bordering on intimate.

Alana had told him she didnt have many male friends and wasnt interested in dating, so how had the investigator turned up so many pictures of her with men who looked as though they were interested in more than a casual cup of coffee?

Jaxon slid the pictures back into the envelope. Youre dying to know who they areI can tell. You want me to have Sulli find out? If youve got competition, you should know who youre up against.

Grayson wasnt in the habit of competing for a womans attention. I dont need Sulli to do any more digging. If I want to know anything, Ill ask Alana.

Suit yourself, Jaxon said, tossing the folder on his friends desk. But Ill leave this here in case you change your mind.

I wont, Grayson called after him.

Well see. Jaxon shut the office door behind him.

Smug bastard, Grayson muttered. He tossed the folder into his trashcan, waited ten seconds, and pulled it out. He had no intention of reading it, but that didnt mean he shouldnt hang on to it… just in case.






Chapter Five



Alana was waiting for a taxi to take her to the airport when Ronan showed up looking angry and determined. She was in the lobby of the office building where shed been temping, sitting on a sofa in front of a bank of windows. Nowhere to hide. She squared her shoulders and prepared for another fight. Thankfully, they were in a semi-public place, and the security guard was making his rounds, so Ronan couldnt cause too much of a scene.

What do you want, Ronan? I thought I made it clear last time I dont ever want to see you again.

Whats this I hear about you moving? he demanded, curling his hands around a chair. You cant do that! Your familys here. Im here!

Youre the reason Im leaving, she said as a couple stepped off the elevator and cast a curious glance in their direction. Ronan didnt mind making a spectacle of himself, but she could live without it. She lowered her voice. You refuse to accept its over. You harass me every chance you get. What the hell did you expect me to do?

I expected you to stay so we could make this marriage work!

Are you delusional? She wondered if he might be on something. Were divorced. Theres no way were ever getting back together.

You say that now, but youll change your mind when you realize life without me isnt as easy as you thought it would be. He crossed his arms and rocked back on his heels. You think I dont know how hard its been for you to find work since we split? Im surprised you were able to get this job.

I dont need you, and I dont need your money. I never did.

But you sure as hell didnt mind spending it while we were married, did you?

That accusation felt like a slap across the face. Shed never been comfortable spending his money. Her parents had raised her to pay her own way and support herself. Marrying a wealthy man hadnt changed that. I worked for every dollar I made during our marriage. I didnt need any handouts from you.

You wouldnt have had that job or any other if not for me.

She recognized the panic in his eyes. He realized he was losing control, and he was determined to do something about it.

Alana was tired of arguing with him and trying to convince him it really was over. I got another job, and Im looking forward to starting a new life far away from you.

You think High Rollers will want to keep you when they realize you come with so much baggage? he asked, his lip curling into a sneer. What? Youre surprised I know where youre going? I know everything about you, sweetheart. Always have, always will. You can run, but you cant hide from me. Dont you know that by now?

A chill ran down Alanas spine as she realized she may never be free of him. He would always haunt her, like a pesky ghost, terrorizing her and destroy her life.

Whats wrong, baby? he asked, lowering his voice to a seductive whisper. Are you getting another one of those nasty panic attacks? He laughed. You really should take the medication the doctor prescribed. I have a feeling theyre going to get a hell of a lot worse. Have a safe flight. He blew her a kiss as he backed out the door. Ill be seeing you soon, my love.

Alana shuddered. When her phone rang, she reached for it, almost afraid it was Ronan. Grayson. Hello.

Hey, I hope you dont mind me calling, but I was wondering what time your flight gets in. I thought you might need someone to pick you up at the airport.

Alana had thought of him often over the past few days. Shed even been tempted to call him a few times, but they had to maintain a professional relationship. Its nice of you to ask, but I can take a taxi to Karis.

Where are you now?

Im just at the office building where I was temping. I came to pick up my last paycheck. She didnt even want to think about how Ronan had known where to find her. Im waiting on a taxi, and then Im going back to my parents place to pick up my luggage.

Why arent you driving?

I sold my car. I needed the money to get settled in Arlington. You know, rent an apartment and everything. Kari and her mom are great, but I cant impose on them.

Hon, you didnt have to sell your car. If you needed money, we could have given you an advance.

I couldnt ask you to do that, she said quickly. The last thing she wanted was for him to think she would use their friendship to ask for special favors. Besides, I plan to get an apartment within walking distance of the office and everything else I might need.

I have an extra car you could use.

Excuse me? Surely he hadnt offered to lend her a car. He barely knew her.

I have an SUV I hardly ever drive. Youre welcome to it.

Thank you so much for the offer, but Id rather walk. His incredibly generous offer had caught her off guard, but she hoped she hadnt come off as brusque.

Suit yourself. Hey, are you okay? You sound a little off.

Alana questioned how much she should tell him. She didnt want him to worry, but if Ronan knew about High Rollers, it would only be a matter of time before he contacted her at the office. Ronan was just here. He knows Ill be working for you.

How?

I have no idea. I dont know why Im surprised. He always seems to know every step I take. She released a shaky breath. I just wish hed leave me the hell alone. I thought moving to another state would be enough, but

Just relax, Grayson said. He cant hurt you as long as youre here with me. I wont let him.

His words were a balm to her weary soul. She needed to have someone in her corner when she got out there, someone who wouldnt be afraid to stand up to Ronan. I dont want to drag you into this, Grayson. Its not your problem. Its mine.

I hate guys who think they can get away with bullying people, especially women, and it sounds like this ex of yours has been doing it for far too long. It sounded as though hed shifted the phone as he lowered his voice. Trust me, if hes stupid enough to come out here and give you a hard time, he wont even know what hit him.

Alana felt a tear fall down her cheek. Shed felt helpless for so long. As much as her family loved her and wanted to protect her, there was little they could do. The police wouldnt even help her. Yet with a few words, Grayson had made her believe he could. Ronan threw his weight around in Sacramento, because people feared him, but Arlington was Graysons turf, and her ex couldnt get away with that out there.

Thank you, she whispered. You dont know how much I needed to hear that.

Tell me what time your flight gets in. I really want to pick you up at the airport.

She heard the hitch in his voice, as if he was thinking the same thing she was. I need to see you tonight. Nine oclock.

Ill be there.



***



Grayson was waiting for Alanas flight when Sulli returned his call. Took you long enough to get back to me. Grayson turned his back when an elderly couple glanced at him. My message said it was important.

I know, but

I dont want to hear any excuses. I want you to dig up anything and everything you can on Ronan Holmes. He owns a software company in Sacramento.

Yeah, I know who he is. Jaxon asked me to investigate his ex-wife, remember?

Grayson thought of the manila folder on his desk. He could ask Sulli about the surveillance photos, ask for more information about the men Alana had been with, but he wasnt sure he wanted to know. She was leaving those men, whoever they were, behind. That was the only thing that mattered. Yeah, well now I want you to investigate him. Judging by what Ive heard about this guy, hes a real dirtbag. I want you to dig up anything you can on him.

Youre looking for something incriminating?

He and Sulli had known each other a long time. Lets just say hes been giving a friend of mine a hard time. I think its time someone put the heat on him for a change.

Sulli laughed his raspy laugh that usually ended with a harsh cough thanks to his years of smoking. Youre not telling me you want to blackmail him, are you, good buddy?

Im just telling you I want to know everything he wouldnt want me to know. Is that clear?

Crystal.

Good, and Sulli…?

Yeah.

I want it yesterday.

You got it, boss.

That sounded ominous, Alana said from behind him. Grayson turned around as she handed a bill to the gentleman wheeling her luggage cart. Thank you for your help. I can take it from here.

Are you sure? the man asked, smiling at her. Id be happy to help you to your car.

Ive got this, Grayson muttered with a frown as he reached for one of the suitcases. He wondered if men fell all over themselves trying to help her everywhere she went.

Thanks, Grayson. She reached for two of the smaller suitcases. I hope I didnt interrupt an important call.

Not at all. I was just finishing up. How was your flight? He led her toward the exit where hed left his car.

She smiled. Uneventful, just the way I like it. It was nice of you to pick me up, but you didnt have to. I could have taken a cab or asked Kari to pick me up.

Maybe I wanted to spend a little more time with you, he said, passing through the automatic doors. Is that so terrible?

He was trying to play his hand close to the vest, but whenever she stepped into his line of vision, all of his good intentions fled… along with the breath she took away. She was dressed casually in yoga shorts, flip-flops, a sports tank, and a sleeveless hoodie with her long hair in a high ponytail. Many of the women milling in and out of the crowd were dressed the same way, but none made his blood pressure rise the way she did.

You look great, he said as he snuck another peek at her before loading her luggage into his Yukon.

I look like hell. She groaned. I got tied up saying good-bye to everyone, and I didnt have time to change.

Trust me, you look incredible. After dating so many women who were afraid to sweat or be seen without makeup, Alana was a refreshing change. Have you eaten? He walked around to the passengers side to open her door.

Airplane food? She wrinkled her nose. I think Id rather starve.

Given how health conscious she was, he was counting on that. I havent eaten either. I was gonna throw a steak on the barbeque for dinner. You care to join me?

I dont know, she said as she fastened her seatbelt. Kari might be waiting for me.

Text her and tell her youre gonna grab a bite with me. He was trying to keep his voice casual, but it wasnt easy. The more time he spent with her, the more he wanted to get to know her.

Okay. She reached into her purse for her phone. Im famished. She texted her friend and set her phone in the cup holder. It pinged with a message as soon as she set it down.

That was quick, he said, easing into the line of traffic leaving the airport.

Alana glanced at the screen. She says she has to work late, so shell catch up with me in the morning.

Perfect. He turned the dial to his favorite country radio station. You cool with this?

Are you kidding? She reached for the volume when a Miranda Lambert song came on. I love country music.

She rocked out to the tune, bopping her head and singing along as she drummed her fingers on her thigh. To his surprise, she had a nice voice. Throaty and sexy. It made him wonder what she would sound like whispering his name when she got excited.

What are you looking at?

Youre cute. He didnt know if hed ever told a woman she was cute. Beautiful, yes, even sexy. But sans makeup, her ponytail flying in the breeze, Alana looked young and carefree. Cute was the best word to describe her.

She wrinkled her nose. Cute? Thats the best you can do? She stole a glance at her reflection in the side mirror. You know what? Youre being generous. Ill take cute.

I love how uninhibited you are, he said, glancing behind him as he made his way onto the freeway.

I wasnt always that way. This has kind of been a year of self-discovery for me. By the time I divorced Ronan, I realized Id lost myself. I had to figure out who I was and what I wanted.

Youve obviously figured it out. He was grateful she was no longer trapped in a marriage with a man who made her miserable. Even though he didnt know her well, he knew she deserved better.

Its a slow process, but Im getting there.

Im glad. He tightened his grip on the steering wheel when he had the urge to claim her hand. She was still skittish, and he had to earn her friendship before he could press for more.

How has your week been? she asked, shifting in her seat so she could face him. Didnt you say you had to go out of town for a couple of days?

I did. Its my job to visit our different locations and make sure things are running smoothly.

So youre out of town a lot?

He stole a glance at her, trying to decide whether he was imagining the disappointment in her voice. Maybe it was just wishful thinking on his part. Yeah, usually half the month.

Must make it difficult to have a relationship.

Grayson chuckled. Im not real big on relationships. He hoped he wasnt sending out the wrong message. He definitely wanted to get to know her better and have a little fun, but he wanted to keep things casual. It was probably best to clue her in now.

That makes two of us. She pulled her hair out of the ponytail and ran her fingers through it. I hope Ill get married again, but I really want to focus on building a life for myself first. I want to know that I can stand on my own before I look for a man to share my life with, you know what I mean?

Grayson knew he was supposed to respond, but he was lost in thoughts of running his hands through her hair. Uh yeah, sure.

You got something else on your mind? Her lips twitched with amusement.

No, not at all.

She tuned into the radio again. Oh, I love this song!

He listened to her sing along with a Luke Bryan song. He hadnt felt that comfortable with a woman… ever. Something about Alana brought out the real Grayson, the one only his close friends and family got to see. Before hed had too much time to analyze what was happening between them, she was jumping out of the truck and running up the stone walk to his front door.

Whats the hurry? he asked, taking long strides to catch up.

She shifted her weight from one foot to the other, blushing. I hate using the washroom at airports.

How about on planes? he asked, already knowing the answer.

You cant be serious, she said, wide-eyed.

He laughed and dangled the keys in front of her. Im guessing youre in a hurry to get inside then?

She growled and reached for the keys. You get off on torturing me, dont you?

Grayson wasnt a fool. When he saw an opportunity, he took it. Stepping behind her, he wrapped his arms around her waist. Let me see if I can help you with that.

He heard the hitch in her breathing as he fitted the key in the lock. He wondered if she could hear his heart pounding. When she turned her head and looked up at him as though she was expecting him to make a move, he wanted to kiss her.

The door shifted open, and the alarm went off, signaling he had less than a minute to enter his security code. Damn it. Excuse me. He edged past her, trying to ignore the fact his body was still humming.

May I please use your washroom?

Grayson smiled at her prim and proper tone. Her politeness ratcheted her cute factor up tenfold. Be my guest. He gestured to the powder room down the hall. Ill be in the kitchen.

Thanks. She practically sprinted across the hardwood.

He laughed at her retreating back before his eyes traveled lower and his amusement turned to something much more intense. Taking advantage of what he believed was a mutual attraction was crossing the line, especially since she was their employee. His partners would no doubt read him the Riot Act for failing to practice what he preached, but none of that dulled his desire.

Youre a stupid son of a bitch, he muttered as he made his way to the kitchen. Of all the women in the world, you had to fall for an employee He stopped in his tracks. Had he fallen for Alana? He hadnt been able to stop thinking about her all week. Hed been counting down the hours until he could see her again. He hadnt recognized the signs, probably because they were so foreign to him, but the little temptress had snuck into his life and under his skin before he even knew what hit him. Now what the hell am I gonna do?

Ha, whos talking to themselves now? she said. See, Im not the only one who does it.

He stared at her as though he were seeing her for the first time. That full mouth, those long dark eyelashes, the dusting of freckles across her nose… those eyes. In spite of her incredible body, her eyes fascinated him the most.

Why are you looking at me that way? she asked, swallowing. Did I say something wrong? I was just teasing you about

Weve got a problem. He took a deep breath, silently rehearsing what he wanted to say. Hed never been in that position before. Relationships had always come easily for him. If he was attracted to a woman and she was single, he asked her out. They went out a few times until he got her out of his system, then he moved on. The ladies knew the score, so he felt no guilt when he sent a dozen roses with a card thanking them for showing him a good time.

She looked panicked as she crossed her arms over her stomach. This isnt about the job, is it? You havent changed your mind, have you? Is that why you brought me here, to break it to me gently?

No, this has nothing to do with your job. He leaned against the counter, hoping she couldnt tell how uneasy he was. Well, it sort of does, but not the way you think.

Can you just tell me what this is about? Youre kind of freaking me out. I just uprooted my whole life to come out here and

We have a strict policy about dating our employees, he said, rushing in before he lost his nerve. I proposed it, and all the guys agreed. We live in a litigious society, right? I mean, a lawsuit wouldnt be out of the realm of possibility if we slept with one of our employees and things didnt work out. He swallowed his apprehension and forced himself to continue, even though her expression told him he was just digging himself a deeper hole. Even if it was just about sex and she knew the score, that didnt mean she wouldnt change her mind after the fact.

Why the hell are you telling me this? she demanded, clenching her teeth. You think I want to sleep with you? Is that what youre implying?

He raised his hands, hoping she would see it as a white flag. No, God no, thats not where I was going with this at all, I swear. He didnt think he could dig his way out of that mess with an army of shovels.

Then where is this going? She glared at him. Let me explain something to you. I dont make a habit of sleeping with my bosses. I was married to Ronan long before he hired me. I didnt go to work for him then go to bed with him thinking it would get me a raise or promotion.

Thats not what I meant to say, he said, swiping his hand over his face. Im not questioning your character. I know youre not with me because youre looking to advance your career.

Im moving to a new city, she said quietly. I thought it would be nice to make a few friends. Ill admit, thats not always easy for me. I tend to be shy. You were being so nice to me, I just thought… Forget it.

He gestured to a stool at the breakfast bar. He hated to see her standing there with her whole body tense and her fists clenched. Sit down. Please.

Alana sighed before sliding onto the stool. Maybe I should go.

No. He moved behind her and placed his hands on her shoulders, kneading gently until he felt her relax. Im sorry. That came out all wrong.

Then what were you trying to say? she asked, her voice small.

I was trying to tell you Im attracted to you, and Im wondering if you feel the same way about me.

Her sharp intake of breath told him she hadnt seen that question coming. Grayson, I think youre a nice guy, and Id like to be friends, but I cant think about anything more. My marriage was a disaster, and Im still trying to heal those emotional scars. Not to mention… She rested her hands on his. Please dont take this the wrong way, but you remind me so much of Ronan that it kind of creeps me out.

Gee, how could I take that the wrong way? He stepped back.

She turned to face him. I just mean that you look so much like him and… She twisted her hands in her lap. I cant deny there are other similarities, too. Youre both strong, successful businessmen who are used to getting what you want. You see women as a commodity.

Thats not true. He wished his defiance had more merit. He couldnt deny his track record with women wouldnt give anyone the impression he took relationships seriously. I love and respect women.

Im not questioning that, she said, reaching for his hand. I know youre a good guy. So was Ronan when we first met. He was also a player. I fooled myself into believing that would change after we got married, that he could be faithful to me, but he wasnt.

I cant believe he cheated on you. Grayson wondered whether the guy was firing on all cylinders. How could he even think about cheating when he had Alana waiting for him at home?

Well he did. She lowered her eyes. More than once. I left him after the first time, but he begged me to come back. He convinced me it would never happen again.

But it did. That insight gave him some idea of what he would be up against if he expected to win her over.

Yeah. After I found out about the second time, I left him for good. She shrugged. Who knows how many others there were or how long it went on. Hell, he was flirting with a waitress on our honeymoon. If that wasnt a sign of trouble, I dont know what is.

So he gave you a real hard time about the divorce, huh? Grayson didnt even have to ask. No man in his right mind would let a woman like Alana go without a fight. Even if he didnt deserve her.

You can say that again, she said, rolling her eyes. He still hasnt accepted its over. Thats why he came to see me before I left Sacramento. He wanted to make it clear he wasnt ready to let me go.

Grayson reached for her hands. Im sorry you had to go through that. I can certainly understand why youre not interested in getting involved with anyone else right now, but I hope we can still be friends.

Id like that, she said, smiling. Thank you for understanding, Grayson.






Chapter Six



Friends. Alana had been the one to propose it, but she wondered if she could really pull it off. Grayson was sexy as hell, successful, intelligent, charming… every womans fantasy. He was everything Ronan had been in the beginning, including attentive and considerate. Was it just an act to get her to lower her defenses so he could get her into bed? She didnt want to believe he was cut from the same cloth as her ex-husband, but she couldnt trust her own judgment anymore.

Did you hear what I said? he asked, pouring her a coffee.

Im sorry. She reached for a stem of grapes from the fruit platter hed assembled. My mind must have been wandering. What did you say?

Were having a company barbeque at Zach and Rennies house next weekend. You can come, cant you?

Zach? Hes the baseball player, right?

You got it. Hes a great guy, and youll love his wife. Shes a real sweetheart. So what do you say? Can you make it?

I think so. She didnt want to commit to anything until she got a feel for the lay of land at High Rollers. Can I let you know for sure a little later?

Sure, no problem. He sat back and stared at her as the wind whipped through her hair.

They were dining outside. Hed barbequed shrimp, zucchini, and peppers to perfection. Theyd opted to forgo the steaks, because it was too late for a heavy meal.

Do you need a sweater? he asked when she slid her hands over her arms.

Um… It was cooling off, and the last thing she wanted was to put on a show in her thin cotton tank top. Sure, that would be nice. Thanks.

Ill be right back.

She took in the beauty surrounding her. His two-story stucco house was on two pristine acres backing onto a golf course. He had an Olympic-sized swimming pool, which he claimed he used every chance he got. The lot was landscaped to ensure privacy and lower the risk of golf balls coming through a window. It was an impressive home that gave her the distinct impression Grayson, like Ronan, liked to flaunt his wealth.

Here you go, he said, wrapping a gray cashmere sweater around her shoulders.

Thanks. She tried to ignore the scent of his cologne as he leaned over her. What?

I just wanted to make sure youre warm enough. We can go in if you want?

No, Im fine, really. It was nice outside, and she could hear the muted voices from the country club parking lot. It reminded her they werent totally alone, which gave her peace of mind.

This may sound crazy, but a dip in the hot tub might be the perfect way to warm up.

I dont think so, she said quickly. I dont have a swimsuit.

He laughed. All that luggage and no swimsuit? Really?

Shed forgotten about her luggage in his car. Okay, you got me. I guess I do have a swimsuit.

So what do you say? You wanna move this to the hot tub?

It sounded decadent, and it had been a long time since shed treated herself to any kind of indulgence. But she only had a few tiny bikinis, nothing she would wear in front of her new boss. But you dont mind wearing them in front of strangers on the beach or on stage?

He chuckled. Do you ever do anything without analyzing it to death?

I dont analyze everything to death, she said, pulling the sweater tighter around her. I just like to make sound decisions. I dont like to make mistakes.

He groaned, tipping back his head. How could this be a mistake? Its a beautiful night. There are thousands of stars in the sky. Theres a big ol hot tub just beckoning us. Come on, Alana. Live a little.

Live a little. Isnt that what shed come to Arlington to do? To start her life over, take chances, and obliterate her fear? Fine. She stood before she had time to question her decision. Ill grab my bag from the car.

He jumped up as though he suspected she would change her mind if he hesitated. Ill do that.

She followed him into the house. Hed already seen her in her running gear. A swimsuit wasnt so different. Shed keep a respectable distance from him in the hot tub. It looked big enough to seat six. Shed take one side and give him the other. Simple. Feeling better about her decision, she released a deep breath.

He turned, gripping her upper arms. Stop it.

Stop what? Her heart rate kicked up at the intensity in his eyes.

Stop over-thinking everything. Stop questioning whether you can trust me, whether you deserve to have a little fun. You do. We do.

I agree.

You do? He sounded surprised.

I do. She tugged the sweater from around her shoulders, forcing him to release her. Thank you for letting me borrow this. I dont think Ill need it anymore.

He held it up to his nose and inhaled deeply as he closed his eyes and groaned. Thats what I was afraid of. It smells like you.

Alana felt a tug of lust unfurl in her belly and travel south. It smelled like you when you gave it to me. Trying to recover, she added, I can have it dry cleaned for you if you like.

His eyes darkened as he opened them. Not a chance. I may never clean this thing again. I love the way you smell. He licked his lips. Im willing to bet my last dollar you taste even better.

Grayson… There was a note of censure in her voice, but she wasnt convincing either of them that she wanted him to stop. She drank in his words like a woman parched for love and attention. She only hoped he couldnt read her desperation.

Youre right. He stepped back. I made a promise… Sort of.

His lopsided grin melted her resolve. Promises were made to be broken. Thats what she wanted to say, but she bit her lip instead.

Tell me what you want, Alana. He brushed the back of his hand across her cheek. Do you want me to back off… He trailed a fingertip over her lips. Or do you want me to kiss you?

Kiss me, please, kiss me. She couldnt bring herself to say the words, so she glided her tongue over her lower lip. He must have been able to read her mind, because his lips descended on hers. Crushing the sweater between them, he pulled her close. His kiss was soft and tender and brought tears to her eyes. He kissed her as if she were an unexpected treasure.

Shed always dreamed of finding a man who would worship her instead of treating her like a possession that needed to be minded in case someone tried to steal it. She explored his mouth as she tried to imprint every sweet second in her memory so she could relive it. No man had ever kissed her so thoroughly, as though he couldnt bear to let her go.

Sweet Jesus, he whispered, brushing his lips across her cheek when they were forced to come up for air. Why didnt you tell me you could kiss like that?

Alana giggled, feeling a little self-conscious. I guess I didnt know. You must have brought it out in me. She knew she should feel guilty for kissing her new boss, but she couldnt seem to regret the most incredible kiss shed ever experienced.

Hmmm… He glided his mouth over her neck. I wonder what other surprises you have in store for me.

There was no way she could wear a string bikini and jump in a hot tub with him when one little kiss got her all hot and bothered. Grayson, about the hot tub…

He pulled back to look at her. Tossing the sweater aside, he threaded his fingers through her hair. Youre not sorry we did that, are you? Cause I sure as hell dont have any regrets.

No regrets. She smiled to put his mind at ease. She might feel differently when she had to face him at the office, but for the moment, she was too happy to care about the repercussions. I just dont think we should test our resolve. We agreed it would be a bad idea to get involved. You have your reasons, I have mine, but the bottom line is well be working together, and your partners expect you to honor your commitment. I dont want to be the reason you break your promise to them.

He sighed heavily. You had to remind me of that, didnt you? Stepping back, he threaded his hand through hers. Fine, Ill take you home.

Home for now, she corrected. The first order of business tomorrow is apartment hunting.

He drew little circles on her palm with his thumb. How? You dont have a car.

Kari has to work tomorrow. Maybe I can borrow hers.

Or you can let me tag along, Grayson suggested, grabbing his car keys off the kitchen counter. Ive lived here all my life. No one knows the area better than I do. Besides, you dont want some pushy agent trying to sell you on something only to find it was the wrong call, do you?

He had a point. Shed asked Kari to go with her for that reason. Alana wanted to find something before she started her job on Monday. Its sweet of you to offer, but Im sure you have better things to do.

He kissed her hand as they walked to his car. I cant think of anything Id rather do than spend more time with you.

Were venturing into dangerous territory, she said softly. The more time we spend together, the harder its going to be to deny whats happening between us.

Maybe the boys will give me a pass, he said, disarming her with a boyish grin. If I level with them.

Level with them?

He opened her car door and helped her in before releasing her hand. Instead of closing the door, he crouched down so they were eye to eye. Yeah. If I told them Im going out of my mind thinking about you night and day.

She sucked in a sharp breath. You cant tell them that.

Why not? Its the truth.

They cant know, she pleaded. I mean, not that theres anything to tell. I dont want them to think Im trying to get in good with you just to secure my position with the company. I want them to get to know me for me. Its important for me to earn their respect, and thats never going to happen if your partners are questioning my motives. Please dont say anything to them about us spending time together outside of work.

He looked at her as though he was mulling over his options. He clearly wasnt happy about keeping his partners in the dark. If thats the way you want it, thats the way itll befor now.

For now? Panic tightened her chest. Does that mean you intend to tell them?

It wont be long before they see that youre a valuable member of the team, Alana. Youll earn their respect as easily as youve earned mine.

She reached for his hand. Thank you for saying that. It means a lot to me that you respect me.

I do, he said, looking at their joined hands. And I havent said that to a woman in a long, long time.

Alana wondered what else he hadnt said to a woman in a long time. Was Grayson the type of man to fall fast and hard, or did he protect his heart? Unfortunately, she would never know. As tempting as he was, tonight would have to be their first and last kiss.



***



Grayson woke up the next morning excited about the day ahead. In spite of the fact that Alana had slipped out of his car without a goodnight kiss, he still drove home smiling. And he woke up smiling because he would get to spend the entire day with her. He couldnt wait.

Hed called to tell her he was coming, so she was already on the front porch when he arrived. She literally took his breath away. Faded denim shorts, a hot pink tank top, and denim flip-flops would look too casual on any other woman, but it was perfect on her. Toned, tanned legs, well-rounded shoulders, perky… He forced himself out of the car to open her door, hoping the blinding sun would be his saving grace. Her effect on him was obvious, and the last thing he wanted was to make her uncomfortable.

Good morning, gorgeous, he said, opening her car door quickly. Hiding behind it seemed like his best option. Hed much rather lean in to find out if she was wearing the same scent as last night. The one that lingered on the sweater hed tossed on the pillow beside him. Sleep well?

She raised her oversized sunglasses to give him a slow and thorough perusal that exacerbated his problem. I probably slept as well as you did.

He grinned. At least he wasnt the only one struggling to keep his word. Am I supposed to say Im sorry to hear that? He closed the door and leaned in through the open window.

A gentleman would, she said, fastening her seatbelt.

Funny, I dont recall claiming to be one of those.

She narrowed her eyes as though she was sizing him up. Youre a tough guy to read. I never know whether youre joking.

Just tryin to keep you on your toes, sweetheart.

She patted his cheek. That you do. Her hand lingered on the stubble he hadnt bothered to shave when hed finally hauled his butt out of the shower. This look works for you.

Is that so? Do ya think its sexy? He was fishing for compliments, but if there was the slightest chance it turned her on, he may never shave again.

If you think I intend to feed that enormous ego of yours, youre crazy.

Grayson was still laughing as he made his way around the car. He loved that she wasnt afraid to put him in his place. Most women were so concerned about whether he would ask them out that they were afraid to challenge him, and that got boring. He wanted a woman who gave as good as she got, and Alana had no trouble doing that.

Oh my God, what is that incredible smell? she asked, pivoting her head around.

He grinned and pulled a paper bag from behind his seat. You must be talking about these? He held them under her nose. It might be fun to watch her beg. My housekeeper makes the best blueberry muffins youve ever tasted. Fresh blueberries, whole grain flourI think she even throws a little flax seed in there.

She was sitting on her hands to keep from grabbing for the bag. Shes too damn cute. With that, he began to fear for his heart. No woman had ever captured it, but he wondered if he might be going down for the count.

Would you like one? he asked, opening the bag. The smell of warm muffins filled the small space, and she let out a little moan. His plan to tease her had backfired. She was the one taunting him with the sounds he wanted to hear her make while she was pinned under him. Is that a yes?

She rolled her bottom lip between her teeth. I dont need to eat. I had some fruit and yogurt before I left the house.

In that case, he said, taking a huge bite out of a muffin, Ill have both of these myself.

No way! She grabbed for the bag.

He laughed as she dug in and glared at him when she saw three more muffins.

Greedy little thing, arent you? he said.

You have no idea. Her bright green eyes shone with mischievousness. She wasnt embarrassed by the double entendre.

Shaking his head, he couldnt hold back a smile. In the span of twenty-four hours, shed made him forget the names of the last six women hed dated. If she continued intriguing him, he would be ruined for all other women. Grayson was falling. Hard. Fast. And without a hope of a soft landing. She didnt want a relationship, nor was she interested in going to bed with a man who reminded her of the ex she couldnt escape. Was he crazy for wanting to spend time with her? Probably, but that didnt stop him from thinking about how much he wanted her to meet his family tomorrow.

Dont you want the address? she asked, reaching into her purse for a slip of paper.

Pardon me?

The first apartment were going to see. She held up the crinkled paper. Dont you want to punch the address into your GPS?

He put the car back in park. Yeah, that would probably be a good idea. Glancing over the three addresses, he put the paper in the cup holder between them. No problem. Theyre all within walking distance of the office. I know exactly where they are. As he pulled out on to the road, a troubling thought gripped him. Youre not planning to walk to and from work, are you?

Why not? She shrugged. Its good exercise.

What if you have to work late? he asked, tightening his grip on the steering wheel. You cant walk home alone in the dark.

Its not exactly a high crime area. But I do appreciate your concern.

When you look like you do He bit his tongue to keep from finishing that thought. She wouldnt appreciate it, and he didnt want to start the day off with tension between them. He would just make sure he told her boss she had to leave work promptly at five oclock. No overtime, no matter the circumstances.

Oh, look! She smiled when she caught sight of two blond-haired girls at a lemonade stand. Arent they adorable?

Sure.

You dont like kids? she asked, glancing in his direction.

I love kids. Just ask my niece and nephews. They think Im the worlds coolest uncle.

Im sure they do, she said, chuckling. Ill be right back. She hopped out of the car at a stop sign.

Hey, I cant just stop here, he shouted after her. She was already making her way down the street toward the little girls. Oh, whats the use? He eased over to the curb so other cars could pass him. Damn woman has a mind of her own. And you love that about her. He did. He loved that she was headstrong, determined, and laughed at him as well as with him.

I knew you couldnt resist, Alana said as Grayson walked up behind her. What could be better on a hot day than a nice cool glass of lemonade, right, girls?

They nodded in unison, making Grayson smile. He saw the curtains move. Obviously their mother was keeping a close eye on their customers. Not that he could blame her. He would do the same if those little angels were his daughters. Where the hell had that thought come from?

Alana helped the girls count out change, and Grayson noticed that they shared the same hair color. The sisters both had green eyes and a healthy glow. It would be easy to imagine Alana with little girls who looked just like them…

Alana handed him one of the plastic cups. Are you ready to go? She frowned. Are you okay? You dont look so well.

Sucking in a deep breath, he forced a smile as he took the cup. Must be the heat. Thanks, girls, he said, winking at them. Hope yall have a great day.

They giggled and waved as he ushered Alana to the car.

Are you sure youre okay? I can drive if you need me to.

He looked at his Aston Martin. His baby, as the boys called it. Hed never let another person drive her, not even his best friends. You want to drive?

She cast an appreciative glance at the car, taking in the sleek lines as she ran her hand over the polished hood. Its your call. If you dont want me to, Id certainly understand. Ronan would never let me drive his cars. They were like his babies.

That comparison made Grayson feel a little queasy. He didnt want to be anything like the jerk whod hurt her, though he feared Alana wasnt the only one who would note the similarities. Have fun. He tossed her the keys.

She closed her hand around the key ring sporting the High Rollers logo. Are you sure?

I wouldnt have offered if I wasnt sure. He looked at his watch. What times our first appointment?

Oh no, she said, glancing at the time on her cell phone. We have to be there in fifteen minutes.

No problem, he said, waiting until a truck passed before opening the drivers door for her. Well make it if we hustle.






Chapter Seven



Alana wandered around the third and final one-bedroom apartment. She poked her head into the tiny bathroom while Grayson stood at the window in the living room, frowning at the view of the apartment building next door. The apartment wasnt luxurious or spacious, but it would be all hers, and that meant more than granite or closet space. Itll be cozy. She imagined how it would look when shed painted, made curtains and a duvet cover…

Can we have a minute? Grayson asked the realtor, who was hovering in the kitchen.

Of course, Mr. Allen said, smiling. Take all the time you need. Ill just be outside returning some calls.

He was a High Rollers patron, and hed recognized Grayson from their ads. Hed been licking Graysons boots ever since, probably thinking Grayson was the one footing the bill for his friends apartment.

You know what he thinks, dont you? Alana asked, glaring at the door the realtor had closed behind him. He thinks Im your mistress and youre looking for a little hideaway to stash me in. She was too familiar with peoples perceptions of the women who kept company with men like Ronan and Grayson.

Grayson laughed, masking it as a cough. I can promise you that I wouldnt stash you in a place like this if you were.

Theres nothing wrong with this place, she said defensively, crossing her arms. Okay, its a little plain, but paint and fabric will fix that.

Nothing will fix this place, he muttered. Look, I have a few rental places. The tenants are moving out of one not far from here at the end of the month. Why dont we go and look at it before you make any decisions? Its a great little house.

I cant afford a house, she said, trying to control her temper. Shed barely known him a couple of weeks, and he was already trying to tell her where to live. That was exactly the kind of stunt Ronan would have pulled.

You can pay me whatever they were going to charge you for this place.

She narrowed her eyes at him. Why would you take a loss like that? First you offer to let me use your car, now youre trying to get me to move into your house? Why?

Because living here would be depressing. He swatted at a fly buzzing around his head.

Maybe for you, she said, swallowing as her pride took a hit. But not all of us can live in gated communities on golf courses.

Isnt that the life you left behind?

Thats exactly the reason I dont want it, she cried, throwing her hands up. I hate everything about the life you live. I just want a simple life without all of the material trappings. I just want to be happy. She blinked back tears.

Hey, he said, taking a tentative step closer. Dont get upset. I know this is your call. Im just trying to help.

I dont need your help, she said, sniffling. I dont need anyones help. I can make it on my own. Before he could get any closer, she stormed out of the apartment. Grayson was hot on her heels. Ill take it, she said as soon as she spotted the beady-eyed realtor sneaking a puff outside of a beat-up Ford. Ill take this apartment.

Alana, for Christs sake, Grayson said, grabbing her arm when he finally caught up to her. Dont you think you should at least sleep on it before you decide?

No, I dont, and who the hell are you to question me? She felt her heart pounding and her chest tightening. Shed thought moving there would lessen her anxiety, but with someone like Grayson in her life, she might have to fill the prescription shed refused to take.

Maybe you two would like a little more time to decide, the agent said, wiping sweat from his brow. I wouldnt want to get in the middle of a lovers quarrel. He laughed awkwardly and cleared his throat when Grayson scowled at him over Alanas head.

Were not lovers! Alana burst out. An older couple passing by shook their heads in disgust at her outburst, and she blushed. Hes my boss. Just my boss.

Whatever you say. The realtor raised his hands in surrender. Its none of my business.

At least youre smart enough to realize that, she said, putting her hands on her hips. She crooked a finger over her shoulder at Grayson. Which is more than I can say for him.

Watch it, Alana.

The murmured warning made the hair on the back of her neck stand up. Shed heard that warning in exactly that tone before. She was being warned that if she didnt toe the line and do exactly as the boss man said, there would be consequences. Well, to hell with him and his consequences. She would live life on her terms, not his. She slowly turned on him. You know what you can do with your job? Shove it!

His mouth dropped open before snapping shut. You dont mean that.

Dont tell me what I mean. I wouldnt work for you if your company was my last resort, which its not, by the way. I have plenty of options. Im a damn good accountant, and any company would be happy to have me on their payroll. Hopefully she could find one who would back up her claim before she found herself homeless in a strange city.

Youre angry. I get that, he said, sighing. Im sorry I overstepped, but Im not sorry for looking out for your best interests. Lord knows someone has to.

Excuse me? She felt her blood boiling.

Youre not thinking clearly. Youre making rash decisions because youre so anxious to distance yourself from the life you used to live.

You dont even know me! Knowing there was no sense arguing with a man who thought he knew it all, she turned to Mr. Allen. Would you mind dropping me off at a friends house? Its not far from here.

Damn it, Alana, Grayson said, in a sharp tone, Ill take you back to Karis. We need to talk about

We dont have anything to talk about. I told you Im not interested in working for you.

You need a job.

She heard the frustration in his voice. Too bad. Let him suffer. And Ill find one, just not at High Rollers.

Why are you being so goddamn stubborn? he asked, reaching for her arm. You know you want that job as much as I want you to have it. Lets just forget what happened today.

Alana recognized the signs of a controlling man. Grayson may promise to mind his own business from now on, but hed break his vow as soon as she did something he didnt agree with. Im still not interested. About that ride, Mr. Allen…?

He shrugged. Sure, why not?

Give me your business card, Grayson snarled at him.

The man reached into the breast pocket of his jacket and handed a card to Grayson. Why?

Because if she doesnt make it home safely, Im going to hunt you down and make you wish youd never met me.

Before Alana could lash out at him again, he was in his car, burning rubber out of the parking lot.

Geez, hes one guy I wouldnt want to cross, Mr. Allen said, shaking his head. Funny, he seems so easy-going in those TV commercials. Maybe you bring out the worst in him, huh?

Maybe, Alana said, taking a few deep breaths as she clenched the door handle. He definitely brings out the worst in me.



***



Hey, big brother, I thought Mama said you were bringing a girl to dinner.

Graysons mother shot a warning glance at her youngest daughter. His plans changed, Terri. Pass the sugar, please.

Terri chuckled. You mustve done something to piss her off. Come on, tell us what happened.

Mind your own business, Grayson said, trying to release his death grip on his fork. He should have known his family would have questions when he showed up alone after making such a big deal about bringing Alana. Next time hed keep his mouth shut. Not that there would be a next time. Hed learned his lesson. Hed stick to women who didnt make it their mission to make him miserable.

She must have been pretty special, his other sister, Raelyn, said. I cant remember the last time you brought a girl home. High school, maybe?

Shes just an employee, Grayson said, trying to sound casual. Shes new in town, and I thought she might like to meet some people. Something came up, and she couldnt make it. No big deal.

No big deal, huh? Terri winked at her sister. Is that why youve been grumpy as a bear all day?

I have not been grumpy, he said, forcing himself to take a deep breath. His kid sisters made it their mission to rile him.

You have been sort of grumpy, Uncle Grayson, his niece, Kylie, said. She looked up at him with eyes the same shade of blue as her grandmamas.

He dropped his fork and pulled her into a hug. Im sorry, kiddo. He kissed the top of her sun-bleached head. I dont mean to be.

Its okay. She giggled when he squeezed her tighter. Mama says everybody gets grumpy sometimes. She tells me when I feel that way I should go to my room and sulk til I feel better. Maybe you should go to your room, Uncle Grayson.

The table erupted in laughter. Grayson adored his niece, mainly because she wasnt afraid to voice her opinion, even when it got her into trouble. Hed always been that way and had never regretted it… until yesterday. Hed over-stepped with Alana, and it was costing him. He wanted to give Kylie advice that might prevent her from making the same mistake, but she was only ten.

Looking around the table, he saw the people he loved most and realized no one knew him better, with the possible exception of his best friends and partners. But he couldnt talk to them about his problem. The truth is…

His brothers-in-law set down their utensils, giving him their full attention. Theyd been with Graysons baby sisters since high school, and both were like the brothers hed never had.

I did want Alana to come with me today. I screwed things up in a big way.

Terri raised an eyebrow before glancing at the three children sitting around the table. Why dont yall run outside and play?

Awww, we wanna hear this too, Kylie whined.

Do like your Aunt Terri says, Raelyn said, waving toward the door. Run along, now.

Grayson waited for three grumbling kids to shuffle outside before he continued. We, uh, hired Alana as an accountant. Actually, Jaxon hired her.

Wheres she from? Terri scraped peach cobbler off her plate and popped the last bite in her mouth.

California. She wanted to get away from her ex-husband. From what she told me, he was a real domineering S.O.B. who tried to control every area of her life. I dont know a lot about him. Just that he owned some big software company and Alana worked for him.

Im surprised you havent had him checked out yet, Terri said, grinning.

His family knew him too well, though hed never admit hed gone to those lengths to protect a woman he barely knew. It wouldnt make any sense to his family. They wouldnt understand his connection with Alana unless they saw it. She lit him up, plain and simple.

So whatd you do to piss her off? his brother-in-law, Duane, asked.

I guess she didnt appreciate being told what to do. He grimaced, sliding his hands over his face. That wasnt my intent, but thats the way it came across. I went apartment hunting with her yesterday, and I guess I was kind of judgmental about the places we looked at. I suggested she think about renting one of my houses instead.

I take it she didnt care for that idea? Raelyn looked amused. She, better than anyone, knew how obstinate her big brother could be.

Apparently not, he said, clenching his hand into a fist. Shes the most stubborn woman Ive ever met. She had to sell her car to move here, so I offered her my truck. She refused. I offered her a great little house for the same money as the dump she was going to rent, and again, she refused. What the hell am I missing? Im just trying to help the girl.

Sometimes a girl needs to know she can stand on her own two feet, Gray, Terri said. It sounds like her ex may have done a number on her.

Thats another thing that really pisses me off, Grayson said. She keeps comparing me to him. Says I look just like him, and she seems to think Im treating her the same way he did. Thats total bullshit! I wanted to help her. He wanted to control her.

Maybe it feels the same to her, Raelyn said. You know you want to help, but when a good-looking, successful guy tells you where you should live, work, what you should drive… When Grayson glared at her, she shrugged. Im just saying it may seem like déjà vu to her.

What did you say the guys name was? Terri asked, whipping out her phone.

Ronan Holmes, Holmes Inc. He wasnt too keen on his sisters looking up Alanas ex, but he couldnt stop them.

Terris jaw dropped. Oh my God. Gray, this guy could be your twin.

Lemme see. Raelyn grabbed the phone from her sisters hand. Jeez, I can see why Alanas a little freaked out. She looked back and forth between her brother and the screen. Its kind of eerie.

Let me see that, their mother said, holding out her hand. Im sure you girls are exaggerating. He cant She frowned at the screen. Oh my, there really is a striking resemblance, isnt there?

Grayson sighed. His family was just confirming his fear. There was no way he could convince Alana to forgive him if he was linked to her ex through no fault of his own. Thanks a lot, guys. That makes me feel a whole hell of a lot better.

Terri reached for her phone once it had made the rounds. Physical appearance aside, you need to prove to her youre nothing like him. If he was controlling, you need to be supportive. If he was opinionated, you need to hang back and invite her to share her opinions first.

Thats gonna be hard, since she never wants to see me again.

What do you mean? Duane asked, frowning. Didnt you say she was workin for yall?

She was until she quit yesterday.

Wow. Raelyns breath hissed between her teeth. You werent kidding when you said youd pissed her off. Didnt she move here just so she could take this job?

Yeah.

I guess shell be heading back to California now? Terri asked.

Graysons stomach pitched. He hadnt considered the possibility she might run back home since she no longer had a reason to stay in Texas, but of course it made sense. Without the job, she could move anywhere. He jumped up. I gotta go. Bending to kiss his mother on the cheek, he said, Thanks for dinner, Mama. It was great, as always.

He ran out the door to a chorus of good luck behind him.






Chapter Eight



Alana was home alone when she heard a car pull into the drive. Kari and her mother had gone to a movie and invited her to tag along, but she wasnt in the mood for a romance. Her heart lurched when she peeked out the window and saw Grayson jog up to the door. Shed lost sleep thinking about him last night, which had only incensed her more. She had to get him out of her head!

He knocked on the door several times and rang the doorbell before glancing up at her bedroom window. Busted. She could move away from the window and ignore him, but that would make her look like a coward. That wasnt the image she wanted to leave him with, so she squared her shoulders, took a deep breath, and made her way downstairs.

Alana, he said when she finally opened the door. Damn, its good to see you. I was afraid you mightve left town already.

Left town? She clenched her hands and forced herself to release them.

I thought you might think about leaving, he said, stepping closer. Since you dont want to work for High Rollers anymore.

She did want to work for High Rollers, but she refused to work for another man who thought he had the right to control her life. Im weighing my options.

Two middle-aged women walked by the house and glanced at them with interest before smiling and waving.

Maybe youd better come in, she said, stepping back. She wanted to send him on his way, but not before shed said her piece.

Thanks. He brushed past her.

She had to tamp down her reaction when she caught a whiff of his cologne. Why does he have to be so damn sexy? Can I get you something to drink? If she could pretend to be unaffected, he might not realize how much it hurt her to give up on the life shed been hoping to build.

No, thanks, I just came from my parents house.

Right, the family dinner. How was it? She had been thinking about it, wondering what they were doing and whether Grayson was having fun without her.

It was okay, he said, shrugging. I wish youd been there.

Her brows pulled in as she looked down. She hadnt expected to feel so conflicted. Shed made up her mind about him, but he was making it difficult to remember why shed taken such a firm stand.

Are we alone? he asked.

Yes, Kari and her mother went to a movie.

Good, then we can talk about what happened yesterday. Let me start by saying Im sorry.

She had expected him to list the reasons why she should do exactly as he told her. Youre sorry? Was he sorry theyd argued or sorry hed overstepped his bounds?

Yeah, I was way out of line, Alana. He lifted his hands up before letting them fall. I had no right to tell you where to live.

Youre right. You didnt. She lifted her chin in a show of defiance. She wanted to give him the benefit of the doubt, but experience had taught her that men like Grayson usually took that as an opportunity to gain more control. Apologies were usually part of their strategy. Im perfectly capable of making my own decisions, and whether you agree with them or not is irrelevant.

I get that. I do. He turned away from her, leaning one hand on the banister as he dropped his head.

She didnt want to feel sorry for him, but her heart twisted when she saw him beating himself up. We all make mistakes, Grayson. Im just trying to rebuild my life, figure out what will make me happy, and I cant do that if Im surrounded by well-meaning people who think they know whats best for me. Thats part of the reason I left Sacramento. My family has strong opinions about what I should do with the rest of my life. I couldnt think with them breathing down my neck, offering their opinions about every move I made.

He faced her, sizing her up slowly. Youre an amazing woman. I feel this connection with you that I really want to explore.

There it was againthat damn chemistry that was impossible to ignore. I cant, she said quickly. I just cant.

Grayson rubbed the back of his neck before closing his eyes and tipping back his head. Okay, fine. The bottom line is you need a job and we need an accountant. If you dont want to have anything to do with me, Ill stay out of your way, and you can report to Jaxon.

He was trying to find middle ground, and she appreciated the effort. She was sure dozens of qualified applicants had applied for the job they had ultimately offered her. You really think we can keep our distance from each other?

Why not? I travel a lot. It shouldnt be too difficult.

Alana knew shed sneak a peek into his office every time she walked by, distracting her from her work. You really think itll be that easy?

Why wouldnt it be? he asked. You made it clear you want nothing to do with me, and I promise to respect your decision.

When he said it like that, she felt like a self-centered ingrate. She knew Graysons concern came from a genuine place, but that didnt make it any less obtrusive. You shouldnt have to walk on eggshells around your own office building. I can find another job.

In Arlington?

I dont know.

His posture was stiff, and the muscles in his back and shoulders were rigid. Thats just it. I dont want you to go.

Why?

At least if youre here, Ill know youre doing okay. I may not be able to check in on you, but Jaxon can give me progress reports. He chuckled, shaking his head. Does that sound creepy?

Trying to hold back a smile was impossible. No, I think its kind of sweet. Dont give in, a little voice whispered, but his dazzling smile wiped that thought right out of her head. She wanted to call a truce, something she never would have thought about doing twenty-four hours earlier. What kind of power does this man have over me?

Im glad to hear you say that. He stepped forward, his eyes traveling over her face. Does that mean youll start work tomorrow?

Alana wrestled with the voices in her head. She wanted the job, but not if it meant relinquishing control of her life. I dont want us to purposely try to avoid each other at work.

Okay. He looked hopeful. What do you want?

I want us to be… Not friends. That would give him an opening she wasnt prepared to offer. Co-workers. She shook her head. No, thats not right. Youre my boss. I want you to act like my boss.

Grayson rolled back on his heels, shoving his hands in his pockets. So you want me to treat you like any other employee?

Yes.

I dont know if I can do that, he said, lowering his voice.

Why not?

Ive never kissed one of my employees before.

Her cheeks flamed when she thought of the kiss theyd shared, the one shed hoped would be the first of many. Shed allowed her imagination to run away with her as shed fallen asleep that night. Shed thought about dating Grayson, doing the things that normal, happy couples do. Movies. Dinner. Running. A quiet night at home watching TV.

Penny for your thoughts.

She realized shed allowed herself to get caught up in that daydream again, the one of them as a couple. I was, uh, just thinking about how this would work. She cleared her throat. Or whether it will work.

Itll work, he said quickly. Trust me. Well make it work.

If youre sure. She wasnt, but she wasnt ready to resort to plan B eitherwashing hair at Joanies salon.

Positive. He grinned. Report to Bob Landers office at nine. Ill tell him to expect you, and good luck, Alana. I know youll be a great asset to the company.

Alana held her breath as he walked out the door. She half-expected him to turn around and… She shuddered as she remembered their first kiss. The man had her questioning whether she was coming or going. What had she gotten herself into?



***



Grayson moved his finger over his tablet as he consulted his schedule for the day. This new accountant we hired is well qualified, Bob. She used to be the accounting manager for a large software company in California.

Bob chuckled. Shes not gunning for my job, is she, boss?

Grayson liked Bob. He was competent and efficient, but his sense of humor was sorely lacking. I wouldnt worry about that. Alanas just looking to start over in a new city.

Sounds like theres a story there, Bob said, reaching for the eye drops in his top drawer. Taking off his wire-rimmed glasses, he set them on his desk before tipping back his head.

Grayson wondered why he didnt go into the restroom so he could look in the mirror instead of letting liquid run down his face. Its her story to tell, not mine. The point is, I want you to treat her right. Give her access to anything and everything she needs. Shadow her for the first week or two. Answer any questions she has about the job or the company. I want her to feel at home here.

Bob reached for a tissue and wiped the moisture from his cheeks before he put his glasses back on. Ive never known you to take so much interest in a new hire, boss. Why is this one special?

Because thoughts of her tight little body and her sweet lips keep me up at night. I just want this to work out for her. She needs this job, and we need her. I need her. That thought came out of nowhere, knocking him off balance. Before he had time to analyze it, Bobs receptionist buzzed, letting him know Alana was waiting.

Now Im intrigued. Bob rubbed his hands together. I cant wait to meet her.

Grayson pinched his lips closed, wishing he hadnt made such a big deal about Alanas first day. She wouldnt want Grayson paving the way for her with her new boss, but he couldnt help wanting to make things easier for her. She knocked once before opening the door slightly.

Come in, Bob said, getting up and walking to the door. You must be Alana. Grayson was just telling me about you. He shook her hand enthusiastically while her eyes locked with Graysons.

Damn. Grayson would never get used to the way his heart raced every time he set eyes on her. Good morning, Alana. He stepped forward, offering his hand. Nice to see you again.

Good morning, Mr. Barrett, she said, inclining her head with a slight smile. She seemed amused by his formal approach, but willing to play along.

Please call me Grayson.

Okay, Grayson. She slowly withdrew her hand and brushed it across her lime green sleeveless dress.

The action made Grayson self-conscious. Were his palms sweating? Curling his fingers in, he was relieved to find them dry. I was just telling Bob that Id like him to spend a lot of time showing you the ropes this week. Anything you need, hes your guy. He clapped Bob on the back.

I appreciate that, Mr. Landers, she said, turning her heart-stopping smile on Bob.

Bob was a balding grandfather whod just celebrated thirty years of marriage, otherwise Grayson might be worried. Well, Ill let you two get to it. I have a plane to catch.

Youre leaving town? Alana asked, looking distraught.

Bob raised an eyebrow and watched the exchange between them with interest.

I am, he said, frowning at Bob. He wished Bob had the good sense to leave them alone for a few minutes so he could explain his travel plans and invite Alana to call him if she needed anything. I just remembered theres a form H.R. told me to have you fill out, Alana. Apparently they forgot it when you went down to see them. Would you mind walking to my office with me? I really am in a bit of a hurry.

No problem. She glanced at Bob. Would you mind if I stepped out for a minute?

Not at all, Bob said, waving at the door. Take your time. Itll give me a chance to catch up on my emails.

Grayson smirked. Bob refuses to use a smartphone. Hes afraid a business crisis might take him off the water when hes got a big fish on.

Youve got to have some balance in your life, he said, wagging his finger at Grayson. My wife taught me that. No sense working yourself into an early grave. He smiled at Alana. When this one finds a woman like my Rhonda, hell know what I mean. Are you married, Alana?

No, Im divorced. She forced a smile. I havent been very lucky in love, Im afraid.

Give it another chance, Grayson wanted to say. He really needed to get away to gain some perspective. The woman was making him crazy.

Alana was silent until they stepped on the elevator. Thank you for coming to see me last night, Grayson. I wouldve hated myself if Id allowed my pride to get in the way of this opportunity.

He was relieved she hadnt had a change of heart. Even if he wouldnt be her point of contact among the partners, he was glad to know she was with the company. Ill call Jaxon from the plane and ask him to check on you while Im away.

You dont have to do that. Im sure Ill be in good hands with Bob.

Im sure you will too. He would rest easier knowing she was spending her working hours with Bob rather than Jaxon. He loved the guy like a brother, but Jaxon could charm the pants off a timid virgin.

He seems like a sweetheart.

It took Grayson a minute to realize she wasnt talking about Jaxon. Maybe he should ask one of his happily married partners to check in on her instead. Yeah, Bobs one of the good guys. Hes been a loyal employee. Were lucky to have him.

She smiled. Where are you going… on your business trip?

Las Vegas.

I see. She clasped her hands in front of her. Do you go there often?

A few times a year, just to check on things. Our location there is celebrating their third anniversary in a couple of weeks. I want to make sure the bash theyve planned is on point with what we had in mind.

Oh. She watched the buttons light up as they made their ascent to the top floor. Do you gamble?

He chuckled. The boys and I are sort of hooked on poker. We have weekly games in the V.I.P. room at High Rollers here, but I try to make the rounds while Im in Vegas, if time permits.

Sounds like you like to party. She held up a hand before he responded. Not that Im judging you or anything. Im just more of a homebody. Give me a good book and a cup of tea, and Im set for the night.

The thought of her wearing a tank top and drawstring pants hanging off her slim hips flashed through his mind. He could picture her settling into his over-sized sectional with the throw as she made herself at home. His chest tightened. He wanted that. He wanted her.

Is something wrong? she asked, frowning.

No. He shook his head. Why do you ask?

She pointed to the wall panel. Weve reached the top floor. The doors have already opened and closed.

Damn, he muttered, punching the button to open the doors again. Sorry about that. My mind was somewhere else there for a minute.

No problem. She smiled as he gestured for her to precede him off the elevator.

Following her down the hall to his corner suite was torture. Her brightly colored dress fit her like a second skin, hugging her in all the places he longed to caress her. How the hell was he going to explain that the form from H.R. was a ruse so he could get her alone? Alana exchanged pleasantries with his receptionist, giving Grayson time to decide he would just come clean with her. He didnt want any secrets or lies between them.

Once they were inside his office, he sat behind his desk, hoping she would feel more at ease if he gave her some space. There is no form from H.R.

Her lips twitched. I kind of guessed that. She crossed and uncrossed her legs. So why did you want to see me alone?

He could think of a dozen reasons, none of which wouldnt scare her off. I wanted to give you the name of the hotel where Ill be staying. He knew it was a weak excuse. If she wanted to reach him, she could call his cell, but he didnt want to leave for five days with just a chaste good-bye in Bobs office. He wanted her to know hed be thinking about her, and if she wanted to reach out to him, hed be waiting for her call. God, that sounded pathetic. He couldnt say that.

Thats nice of you, but you really dont have to do that, she said, looking uncomfortable. Im sure if I have any questions that Bob cant answer, I can speak to Jaxon.

Jaxon. Should he suggest she speak to Zach instead? Would that be too obvious? He wasnt used to choreographing his next move with a woman. Yeah, about that

Knock, knock, Jaxon said, poking his head in the door. He grinned at Alana. There she is. I went to Bobs office to check in with you, and he said you were up here with Grayson, filling out some form H.R. forgot. He smirked at his friend. Which form would that be, Gray?

Grayson didnt respond. He didnt have to. They both knew he was full of it. Alana and I were just finishing up. I have to be out of here in a few.

Jaxon glanced at his watch. I expected you to be gone by now. Dont let us keep you.

The sooner you leave, the sooner Alana and I can finish up, and I can be on my way.

You guys can just pretend Im not here, he said, eyeing Graysons beverage cart. Fresh-squeezed orange juice. Thats what I missed out on this morning.

Grayson had had an early morning meeting, so hed had pastries and beverages brought in. He certainly hadnt meant for Jaxon to view that as a reason to hang around his office, intruding on his last few minutes with Alana.

Would you like some, Alana? he asked, holding up the pitcher and a glass. Or maybe one of these chocolate chip muffins? They look pretty decadent. His eyes traveled over her body, lingering on her tan legs. And since you definitely dont have to worry about your weight…

No, thank you, she said politely. I had breakfast before I left the house this morning. Turning her attention to Grayson, she said, Well, I hope you have a good trip. I guess I should be getting back to Bobs office.

He watched her stand, and he scrambled for something to say to keep her there while getting rid of his clueless partner. If you need to reach me… A sidelong glance at Jaxon told Grayson he was hanging on his every word. You know, if you have any questions, feel free to call my cell.

Jaxon chuckled. What the hell do you know about accounting? If she has any questions, Im sure Bob will answer them better than you could.

Grayson glared at him. Was I talking to you?

Whats got you all bent out of shape? Jaxon took a sip of his juice. Youre usually in a good mood before you go to Vegas. Whats wrong? Wont you be hooking up with Patti this time?

Grayson was going to kill Jaxon.

Alanas eyes darted to Grayson before she looked away. Have a good trip, Grayson. Ill see you when you get back.

He had to say something to smooth the waters, but what? He couldnt very well tell her he had no intention of seeing Patti without raising questions he wasnt prepared to answer. Are you coming to the barbeque this weekend?

The barbeque? she asked, frowning.

Yeah, the company barbeque. Remember I mentioned it to you? You should definitely come. Grayson knew hed be dying to see her there.

Graysons right, Jaxon cut in. You should come.

Um, maybe. She looked uneasy. I dont have a car, but Ill see if Kari can give me a ride.

Dont worry about that. I can pick you up. Jaxon grinned. Well have a blast. Zach and Rennie really know how to throw a party. Oh, and dont forget your bikini. Its a pool party.

Grayson clenched his fists, counting backward from ten as he waited for Alana to respond to Jaxons invitation.

You really dont have to do that, she said. Im sure my friend can give me a lift. If not

Why inconvenience her? Jaxon asked. Id love to take you.

Grayson wanted to lunge across the desk and throttle his so-called friend, but that would only incense Alana.

If youre sure, Alana said, stealing a glance at Grayson.

His eyes implored her to rethink her decision, but he suspected Jaxons reference to Patti had sealed the deal in her mind.

Id love to. Youll have to let me know what time, Alana said. Im going to be pretty busy moving into my new apartment this weekend.

You decided on a place? Grayson hoped it wasnt one of the ones theyd looked at together. All of those places had looked a little sketchy.

I did. I move in on Saturday.

You need a hand moving? Jaxon asked, positioning his body between Grayson and Alana.

Thats sweet of you to offer, but I dont have a lot of stuff. Im having some boxes shipped to my friends house this week, but I didnt really have any furniture worth moving. Its just going to be a futon on the floor until I get the place painted. If I fix it up a little bit at a time, itll feel like home in no time, right?

Sure, it will, Jaxon said. These things take time.

Great. Jaxon was giving her the support and reassurance shed needed from Grayson when they looked at places. Instead, hed acted like a snob, making it seem as if the apartments she could afford werent suitable for a dog. No wonder Jaxon was winning her over.

The barbecues on Sunday, Jaxon said. Why dont I come over on Saturday with a pizza and a six-pack and help you paint? Four hands are better than two, right?

She laughed. I couldnt ask you to do that, but youre so sweet to offer.

You hate painting! Grayson exploded.

Who asked you? Jaxon said, not even sparing his partner a glance.

Alana touched his arm. I dont blame you, Jaxon. Its not the most exciting job in the world.

Depends on the company. Jaxon shrugged. Come on, Ill bring the tunes, food, and beer. How can you refuse an offer like that?

I guess I cant. Thanks. She looked around him to smile at Grayson. Ill see you on Sunday, Grayson. Have fun with Patti.

Grayson watched her leave, curling his hands around the armrests so he wouldnt jump out of his chair and chase her down the hall. What the hell was that all about?

What? Jaxon asked. Hed watched Alana leave, refusing to turn around until she was out of sight.

I cant believe you asked her out. What were you thinking?

Jaxon chuckled. Im thinking shes a gorgeous single woman, and Im a single guy.

Shes also one of our employees. Grayson knew he couldnt tell Jaxon about his interest in Alana, especially since she was adamant they keep their distance. But seeing her with Jaxon would kill him.

You and your tight-ass rules, Jaxon said, sinking into the chair across from Grayson. Ive never cared much for that one, but weve never had an employee worth breaking it for… until now.

Jesus, Grayson was going to pass out. His blood pressure must have been off the charts. Alana is off limits.

I think we should look at revising that rule, Jaxon said, crossing his arms. Lets call a meeting with all the partners next Monday, see what they think. You know democracy rules around here, buddy.

Shit. Could he make his partners believe changing the rule would put them at risk of a lawsuit? Maybe if he called in a member of their legal team…

What do you say? Jaxon asked.

Its a bad idea. Folding his hands as he leaned across the desk, Grayson looked his friend in the eye. Our lawyers will tell you the same thing. Besides, Alana had just gotten out of a bad marriage. Shes not interested in dating anyone right now. That was the only thing helping him to retain his grip on sanity.

And you know this how? Jaxon looked amused as he crossed one leg over the other.

She told me.

Sounds like a pretty personal conversation for a girl you didnt think could be trusted. Am I to assume she checked out?

Jaxon was clearly having fun taunting Grayson. He was trying to make Grayson admit hed misjudged Alana and was ready to break his own rule to be with her. She checked out. As for getting to know her personally, were friends.

Nothing more?

Grayson would have loved to claim they were more, but he couldnt. No.

Good, Jaxon said, rubbing his hands together before standing. That means theres nothing standing in my way.

Except for our policy about dating employees. Graysons palm itched with the urge to land one solid punch that would knock Jaxon on his ass.

Im not worried about that, Jaxon said. Once the boys get a look at Alana, theyll be on my side. Have fun with Patti. Jaxon wiggled his eyebrows. If youre lucky, maybe her girlfriend will be in town again.

Grayson groaned. He and Patti had been hooking up on and off for a few years when he was in Vegas, and she seemed to get kinkier every time their paths crossednot that he was complaining. What man in his right mind would reject two gorgeous women? Im not interested in seeing her this trip.

Really? Whys that?

Because Alana will be the only woman on my mind. Im there to work, not play. He curled his lip back, baring his teeth like an animal ready to attack. Any more questions?

Jaxon didnt seem put off by his rage. We all know you love mixing business with pleasure on these trips. Whats different this time?

Everything. Now get out before I throw you out.






Chapter Nine



It had been five long days since Alana had seen or spoken to Grayson. Hed probably been too busy with Patti to waste any time thinking about her. It shouldnt have bothered her, but the thought of him hooking up with another woman was making her crazy.

She brushed another coat of white paint over the trim, sighing when it seeped over the painters tape onto the freshly painted wall. Shed been hard at work for six hours with no sign of Jaxonnot that she was surprised. She hadnt really expected him to show even though hed texted to ask for the address that morning. It might be nice to have a little company… and food, she thought as her tummy grumbled. Shed bought some fruit, veggies, and whole wheat crackers that morning, but Jaxons promise of pizza had her salivating.

Just when she was feeling a little sorry for herself, a knock on the door made her jump. Frowning at the white streak shed made on the wall, she set the brush down on the lid of the can. At the door, she peeked through the peep-hole and smiled when she saw Jaxon carrying a pizza box and a six-pack of beer.

Hey there, she said, pulling the door open. I was beginning to think youd forgotten about me. Damn, that sounded presumptuous. I mean, it was nice of you to stop by. I just thought maybe youd changed your mind.

He grinned as he waved the pizza box under her nose. Was it me you were waiting for or this?

Her stomach answered before she could. Blushing, she closed the door. You didnt have to bring anything. She smiled when he chuckled. But Im glad you did.

Where do you want me to put this? he asked, looking around the sparse apartment. He didnt seem to find it lacking as Grayson had.

Um, the kitchen counter is fine. I picked up some paper plates and napkins at the grocery store earlier. I havent had a chance to buy any dishes yet.

No problem. He followed her into the galley kitchen and set the pizza box down on the counter. I dont know about you, but I cant stand warm beer. Why dont I throw these in the fridge for a few?

Sounds good, she said, tearing the plastic off the plates and napkins.

They loaded their plates with two pieces of pizza each before she realized how tiny her kitchen was. Jaxon was a big man, at least as big as Grayson, and being in a confined space with him made her feel uncomfortable. Hed been nothing but sweet to her, but… he wasnt Grayson.

Why dont we go into the living room? she asked, reaching for a stack of napkins. I dont have anywhere to sit just yet, Im afraid. I thought it would be easier to paint without furniture in the way. She didnt see any reason to tell him she had to buy her furniture slowly, adding a piece with each pay check.

I dont blame you, he said, leading the way into the adjoining room. Painting is bad enough, but painting around furniture is even worse.

Sounds like you speak from experience? She took a bite of her pizza.

I did just about every odd job you can think of growing up. Cutting grass, raking leaves, painting, building fences. You name it, and I probably did it.

Alana was surprised to find that Jaxon was so down to earth. Given his wealth, shed expected him to be more like Grayson, accustomed to the finer things in life. She didnt know if Grayson had ever done manual labor, but she couldnt recall feeling any calluses on his hands.

She forced her mind back to Jaxon. He had been so kind to bring her dinner. The least she could do was be a polite hostess. I know what you mean. As a teenager, I had a job at just about every place within walking distance of our house: movie theater, ice cream parlor, drug store, fast food joints… She grinned. I could go on.

No need. He shook his head with an amused expression. I get the picture. It seems like you and I are cut from the same cloth. Hard working, independent, not afraid to take risks.

That may be true of Jaxon, but she hadnt felt fearless or independent in a long time. That was why that job and apartment were so important to her. They were symbols that she was finally making it on her own.

What is it? he asked, frowning. Did I say something wrong?

She took a bite of pizza, needing to collect herself before she responded. It was a sensitive topic for her, and she didnt trust herself to keep her emotions in check. I know this apartment isnt much, but I think I can turn it into a nice little place to call home.

Jaxon glanced down the narrow hallway that led to the single bathroom and bedroom. I dont see why not. A coat of paint can work wonders.

Im pretty handy with a sewing machine too, she said, looking at the single large window. I thought I could make some pretty curtains. Turning around, she pointed at the make-shift breakfast bar. Maybe get some old stools and finish them in the same fabric, make a few throw cushions for the couch… She took another bite of pizza when she realized she was rambling. Jaxon couldnt be interested in her plans for decorating her little apartment.

Alana, you dont have to explain to me. I get it.

His gentle tone prompted her to look up, and she was surprised by the understanding in his dark eyes. You do?

Sure, I do. My dad… uh, died when I was pretty young. My mom had to hold down two jobs to put food on the table. We lived in some pretty run-down places, but she always made them feel like home.

Alanas heart clenched. He really did understand. Thank you for saying that. Grayson made me question my decision to move here. He thought it was kind of a dump. Most of the tenants here are seniors on a fixed income and single parents. The landlord doesnt keep up with building maintenance unless hes forced to, but the rent is reasonable, and the building seems safe. Besides, its within walking distance of the office, which was really the biggest consideration for me.

Graysons been here? Jaxon asked, looking surprised. When?

Alana hadnt planned on announcing that shed had contact with Grayson outside of the office. He knew I didnt have a car, so he offered to take me out to look at places. Thats when I found this one.

Interesting. I wonder why he didnt mention that to me.

It was no big deal, really, she said, hoping it wouldnt cause any problems between them. She didnt want Jaxon to think Grayson had crossed any lines with her. He was just doing a good deed.

Jaxons lips curling at the corners. Ill bet he was. Graysons like that, a real do-gooder.

Alana knew he was being sarcastic, but she also knew he would never disparage his friend. She hadnt known these guys long, but she could tell they were closer than most brothers.

Dont worry what he thinks about this place, Jaxon said. He went from living at his parents sprawling ranch house to a high-rise luxury condo when he made his first mil. He doesnt know what its like to live paycheck to paycheck.

Shed grown up in a middle-class home, and she would have been perfectly content to stay in that socio-economic class, but Ronan had had other plans. Im still kind of figuring things out. This way of life is kind of new to me. I mean, I always worked part time to pay for the things I wanted. My parents thought it was important for me to learn the value of hard work.

I agree with them, Jaxon said. If I ever had kids, not that I intend to, but if I did, Id make them work as soon as they were old enough. It builds character.

I think so too. She wanted to ask Jaxon why he didnt want to have a family, but it was none of her business. He was her boss, not her date.

So why the long face? he asked. Youre not still worried about what my dumb-ass partner thinks of your new digs, are you?

No, of course not. It wasnt as if she expected Grayson to spend any time at her humble home. After their talk, the line had been clearly drawn. She knew he wouldnt step over it... unless she invited him to.

Good. I like a woman who doesnt care what other people think. His eyes raked over her. In fact, I like you, Alana. A lot. I know Im your boss and all, and if Im making you uncomfortable, just say the word, and Ill back off.

Oh wow, she hadnt seen that coming. She liked Jaxon, but he didnt turn her inside out the way Grayson did. I think youre a real sweet guy, Jaxon. I do. Its just

Youre not that into me. He chuckled. Its okay. You dont have to explain.

She winced. I hope we can be friends? Assuming you dont have a policy against being friends with your employees?

Hell, I dont have a policy against doing anything with my employees. Its Gray whos dead-set against that. Course weve never had an employee who looks like you. Makes me wonder if my good buddy will be changin his tune about that policy of his.

The flash of white teeth against his summer tan was arresting. Jaxon really was breath-taking. Too bad Graysons image was the one that kept popping into her head. Alana popped the last bite of pizza crust into her mouth, wishing she could think of something, anything, to change the subject. I dont think so.

You mean yall have spent time together outside of work and hes never given you the impression he might be interested?

Alana was a terrible liar, so she said nothing. She knew her downcast eyes and the heat creeping up her neck gave her away though.

I knew it, Jaxon muttered. I knew there was something between you two. When I walked in on yall, the tension was so thick Id have to have been pretty dense to miss it.

Alana looked up. If you thought your friend was into me, why did you

Hit on you? He laughed. Youre a beautiful woman. Id love to get to know you better, but…

Alana raised an eyebrow, waiting for him to continue.

I couldnt resist sticking it to Gray. Its not often I see him gettin all bent out of shape over a woman. Knowing that were here together right now must be making him crazy.

I doubt it, Alana said, reaching for Jaxons empty paper plate. He has Patti, right?

Honey, Ive met Patti, and she cant hold a candle to you.

Alana should have been happy to hear that, but she wasnt. Patti was Graysons lover, while Alana had firmly planted herself in the friend camp.

So about the barbeque… Youre still gonna come with me, right?

Sure, why not?

I cant wait to have a little fun at Graysons expense, he said, winking.

Uh oh. Alana didnt like the sound of that.



***



Grayson was just getting ready to turn in when a knock on his door had him swinging his legs over the edge of the bed. He hadnt ordered room service, which meant it was probably some drunk at the wrong room.

What do you…? The question died on his lips.

Patti sauntered past him. The black mini skirt, sheer blouse, and strappy sandals left little to the imagination. Compared to Alanas classy business suits, it made him wonder how he could have thought Pattis look was sexy.

Werent you going to call me? she asked, pouting as she flipped her long red hair over her shoulder. She made her way to the mini-bar to pour herself a drink.

I guess Tammy told you I was in town? He shouldnt have been surprised. Pattis cousin was one of the best bartenders they had, but gossip was her middle name.

Of course she did. She turned toward him with a glass of scotch in hand. But what I want to know is why you didnt think to tell me yourself. I thought we had a good time when you were here in March. Did I piss you off?

Thats what he liked about Patti. She didnt have any unrealistic expectations about him or their relationship. She was fine with hooking up whenever he was in town, and between visits, she kept herself too busy to call or text, which suited him just fine.

No, nothing like that. How could he explain he had a thing for a woman he could never have?

Then what is it? Green eyes narrowed, she assessed him carefully. Have you met someone else?

Grayson was grateful his phone buzzed. Excuse me. He reached for his phone on the night stand. Jaxon just wants to know what Im up to. Im with Patti, talk to you later. He typed quickly, anxious to be rid of Patti so he could get some sleep before his flight home. For the first time in a long time, he couldnt wait to get home, and he knew the reason. Alana.

Im waiting, Patti said, tapping her foot. Do you have a girlfriend now? Is that why you werent interested in hooking up with me on this trip?

No, its just… He scrambled to find the words to let her down gently. Ill be honest with you, Patti. Im interested in someone else, but were not seeing each other. She works for us, at the home office.

I thought you didnt date your employees, she said, setting her drink down with a dejected frown. Thats what you told that bartender Tammy works with. Were you just saying that because you didnt want to go out with her?

He didnt want to get into a long, drawn-out explanation, but she obviously didnt intend to leave until shed heard the unabridged version of the story. I wasnt lying to her. I dont date our employees.

But this girls an exception? She threw her drink back when he didnt respond and slammed the empty glass down on the table. Say no more. I get it. She took a few steps toward him, planting her hand on his chest. Just tell me one thingwhat does she have that I dont?

Grayson grimaced. He didnt want to offend Patti, but hed never considered her someone he could have a meaningful relationship with. She was a nice girl who liked to have a good time. As far as he was concerned, thats where it ended. I cant compare you and Alana. That wouldnt be fair to either one of you. He softened his voice, bringing her hand to his lips. I think youre a great girl, and weve had a lot of fun together, but Im just not interested in picking up where we left off.

What if things dont work out with her?

He had no reason to believe they would, but that didnt mean he wanted to go back to casual sex either. If Zach and Matt could find the loves of their lives, maybe he could too. Hon, we both knew this thing between us wasnt going to evolve into more. My life is in Arlington, and yours is here.

She pressed her body against his as she coiled her arms around his neck. That doesnt mean I wouldnt consider relocating. If I had the right incentive.

His body didnt respond as he knew she hoped it would, which was all the proof he needed that it was time to cut his losses and move on. Youve told me a dozen times how much you love living in Vegas. You belong here.

I thought maybe… She closed her eyes briefly before looking at him. I belonged with you.

The guys had warned him that might happen, but hed assured them Patti knew the score. Theyd never talked about being exclusive, but now that their time together was coming to an end, she seemed prepared to pull out all the stops. He kissed her forehead. Id like for us to be friends. Just because were not sleeping together anymore doesnt mean we cant still see each other when Im in town. He was trying to placate her, hoping he could ward off the tears gathering in her eyes.

What would your girlfriend think of that? Wouldnt she get angry?

I told you, Alanas not my girlfriend. Shes just a woman Im interested in.

I dont get it, she whined. Stepping back, she fisted her hands on her hips. Youre not even sleeping with her, and youre telling me you cant sleep with anyone else?

Im telling you I dont want to sleep with anyone else, he said softly. He couldnt believe the words coming out of his mouth. Whether his beautiful accountant realized it or not, she had him hooked.

Then I guess theres nothing I can say to change your mind? She kissed him on the cheek. My 30th birthday is next month. Tammy reserved the V.I.P. lounge at High Rollers for my party. Think youll be able to make it?

Ill do my best. He couldnt promise he would fly in for the occasion, but he would at least send her flowers.

I hope she appreciates you, she said with a sigh.

He walked her to the door and kissed her hand before she stepped into the hall. Good-bye, Patti.






Chapter Ten



Alana was nervous about seeing Grayson at the barbeque. She couldnt help but wonder whether he would be bringing her back with him. Or maybe he would have another beautiful woman on his arm.

Hey, whats on your mind, gorgeous? Jaxon asked, linking arms with her as they made their way into the backyard of Zachs home. Youve been pretty quiet since I picked you up.

She couldnt tell him shed been thinking about Grayson. I guess Im just a little nervous about meeting your partners. So far, Ive only had a chance to meet you and Grayson. Even saying his name made her stomach clench. How would she react when she finally saw him? Would he know that shed lost sleep thinking about him?

Youve got nothing to worry about, Jaxon said, chuckling. The rest of the guys are gonna love you as much as me and Gray do. Well, except for Zach and Matt maybe.

She frowned, wondering if shed missed something. Why wouldnt they like me?

He laughed, squeezing her hand. Theyre both married. Their wives would kill them if they looked at you the way I do.

Alana blushed. Jaxon was a shameless flirt. Youre too much, Jaxon.

I am, you know. He winked. You dont know what youre missing.

She dipped her head, hiding her smile at his sexual innuendo. The last thing she wanted to do was encourage him. She smiled at the kids lining up to jump off the diving board. Its the perfect day for a pool party.

Yeah, we take turns hosting these events. Its always a good time.

Alana smiled and waved at the few familiar faces she recognized from the office. That the men considered their employees more like family said a lot about what kind of employers they were. Though they claimed they tried to keep things strictly professional, it was obvious the lines got blurred. The people shed talked to seemed to count the partners among the best employers theyd ever had, which reinforced Alanas belief that shed made the right decision moving there.

Hey, have you met Grays sister yet? Jaxon asked, pointing to a petite brunette at the buffet table. She lives just down the street, and she and Rennie, thats Zachs wife, have gotten pretty close. Come on, Ill introduce you. Youll love Terri. Shes a real sweetheart.

Alana scrambled to think of an excuse. After the way shed bailed on dinner at their parents place, she had no idea what Grayson had told his family about her. Um, it looks like shes busy right now, she said, referring to the man Terri was talking to. I can meet her later.

No worries. Thats just her husband, Duane.

Alana didnt know how that bit of knowledge was supposed to make her feel better about intruding, but Jaxon dragged her across the lawn. She had no choice but to put on a happy face and hope Graysons family would like her. She couldnt say why that was so important to her, but it seemed like the only thing that mattered.

Hey, you two, Jaxon said, putting an arm around Terri. I brought someone Id like yall to meet. Duane, Terri, this heres Alana Holmes. She works in our accounting department.

Terri tipped her head back to glance at her husband. There was no doubt in Alanas mind they knew exactly who she was.

Its so nice to meet you, Alana, Terri said, offering her hand with a warm smile. My brother told us about you at dinner the other night. I was hoping Id get to meet you.

Alana returned Terris smile as she tried not to read between the lines. Alana didnt think Grayson was the type to tear her down in front of his family, even though she had reamed him out in public.

Honey, why dont you and Jaxon go grab a beer? Terri smiled at her husband. Im dying to get to know Alana better.

Alana swallowed. She shouldnt have been nervous about chatting with Terri. Terri had given her no reason to believe she had it in for her.

You got it, Duane said, winking at his wife. Come on, Jaxon. I know when its time to shove off.

Jaxon looked hesitant. I brought Alana here. I dont wanna just bail on her.

Alana could have kissed Jaxon for being so considerate, but she knew shed have to face the music some time. Best to get it over with so she could try to enjoy the rest of her day. Its okay. You go on ahead. Ill catch up with you later.

Terri reached for Jaxons arm. Hey, before you go�� Mama said Gray was out of town this week. Is he gonna be here today?

Jaxon chuckled. Last I heard, he was gonna make an appearance, but when I texted him last night, he was with Patti. Who knows whether hell be able to drag his butt out of bed today. You know what she can be like.

Terri rolled her eyes. I cant believe hes still wasting his time with her. Cant he see her for what she is?

Jaxons lips twitched. You mean hot? Sexy? Fun? Yeah, those qualities are a real turn-off.

Oh, shut up, she said, smacking his chest. You know what I mean. If Gray didnt have two nickels to rub together, that girl wouldnt give him the time of day.

Dont think your brother doesnt know that. He may be a lot of things, but naïve sure as hell aint one of em. Jaxon smirked before walking away with Duane.

Terri frowned at Jaxons back as she crossed her arms. Ill never understand men. Why would they wanna waste their time with a woman whos only after their money?

You got me, Alana said, pouring herself a glass of sweet tea. Youve, uh, met Patti then?

The other womans eyes narrowed with interest. Its not like hes brought her home to meet the folks or anything. A bunch of us went to Vegas for the weekend, and he hooked up with her while we were there.

I take it you dont like her? Alana shouldnt have taken so much pleasure in the fact that Graysons lady friend hadnt scored any points with his little sister.

God no. Terri wrinkled her nose. She attached herself to my brother like a leech. I thought someone was gonna have to piss on her just to get her off of him.

The two women shared a look before they burst out laughing.

Alana knew right then and there she liked Graysons sister. Youre bad. I like that.

Terri nudged her hip. So you gonna tell me why the hell youre here with Jaxon instead of my brother?

Apparently speaking your mind was a Barrett family trait. Alana preferred someone who was direct instead of someone who sneaked around behind her back and lied to her. Like Jaxon said, your brothers in Vegas with his…

Leech.

Alana shook her head and chuckled. You know Im dying to know what shes like. So?

Terri looked thoughtful as she slipped her sunglasses up on her head. Well, Jaxons right about her being pretty, and I guess most men would think shes sexy. Tall, slim, red hair, green eyes. You know, the whole package.

Alana wished shed poured something stronger than sweet tea. Huh.

Shes the whole package physically, Terri said, touching Alanas forearm. But trust me, thats where it ends. She has no depth.

That made her feel marginally better, but Alana wasnt sure Grayson was looking for a woman with depth. Maybe he was just looking for a good time while he looked for something better. That would never be her. If she were involved with a man, she wanted to know she was the only one. Not that she and Grayson were involved or ever would be…

Why do you look so sad? Terri asked. I didnt say something to upset you, did I?

No, nothing like that, Alana said. I was just thinking.

About?

I like your brother. Hes a nice guy. I wouldnt want to see him end up with the wrong kind of woman, thats all.

I heard he messed things up with you. Thats why you didnt make it to dinner at Mama and Daddys last weekend.

Alana was surprised he had taken the blame for what happened. Shed thought he might have vented to his family about how unreasonable shed been.

I hope that doesnt mean youve given up on him. Terris eyes drifted to Jaxon. I love Jaxon like a brother, but Id much rather see you with Gray.

Alana was flattered shed earned Terris seal of approval so quickly, but she wondered how that had happened. I appreciate that, but you dont even know me. How can you be so sure I would be right for Grayson?

Terri smiled. Call it womens intuition. I havent seen my brother that torn up about a woman… ever.

Torn up? Alana swallowed. Had he really been as upset about their argument as she had been? Are you sure youre not exaggerating just a little?

Hell no, she said, reaching for a glass of red wine. Trust me, I know a messed-up man when I see one, and my brother was a wreck that day. He said you werent going to take the job with High Rollers, because hed been too pushy. What changed your mind?

Alanas eyes drifted to Jaxon and smiled at his antics. He was tossing a laughing pre-schooler with water wings into the pool. She would definitely enjoy getting to know him better. She could use more positive energy in her life.

Please dont tell me Jaxons the reason you decided to stay.

Alana didnt realize shed been staring at Jaxon with a wistful expression. No, not at all. Your brother was the one who talked me into taking the job. He came to see me after he left your parents place that night. He said hed like to start over, that even if we couldnt be friends… She cleared her throat delicately. Or more, he still thought Id be a valuable member of their team. He promised if I was uncomfortable reporting to him, I could go to Jaxon instead.

Im sure Jaxon was thrilled about that, Terri said, taking a sip of wine. Spending time with beautiful women seems to be one his favorite pastimes.

Were just friends, honestly.

You and Jaxon, or you and my brother?

Both.

Thats too bad. Terri sighed. We really hoped this thing with you and Gray could go somewhere.

Alana felt a little flutter of excitement in her tummy, but she tamped it down. I dont think so. I just got out of a really bad marriage. I thought I knew Ronan, and it turns out I didnt. Im having a little trouble trusting my judgment when it comes to men these days.

Thats understandable. Id probably feel the same way in your shoes. Terri hesitated, as though she was weighing her words. My brother mentioned that he reminds you a bit of your ex.

Alana laughed. More than a little. If you met Ronan, youd know what I mean.

Would you think Im terrible if I admit that I Googled him?

No, I wouldnt think youre terrible, Alana said, smiling. I probably wouldve done the same thing.

I cant deny theres a striking resemblance.

Its not the physical resemblance that bothers me. Alana couldnt believe she was about to open up to Graysons sister, but she wanted her take on it. Your brother is pretty intense. I mean, dont get me wrong, I think hes a nice guy, but

He seems controlling? Terri smiled when Alana nodded. And he always has to be right. I hate that about him. But there are so many things to love about him you learn to overlook that.

Alana didnt doubt that was true, but given her history, she had good reason to be wary.

When a couple approached the table, Terri said, Why dont we snag those chairs in the shade before someone else does?

Sure. Alana should have been circulating, meeting her new bosses and co-workers, but she felt more comfortable with Terri than she had with any woman, aside from Kari, in a long time.

Whats my brother told you about his past? Terri asked once they were seated.

Not a lot, Alana admitted, sipping her sweet tea. We dont know each other all that well.

Seems you know each other well enough for you to have formed some pretty strong opinions about the kind of man he is, Terri said. Im not judging you. I can certainly understand why you feel the way you do. Did Gray tell you he played college football?

Alana knew Grayson should have been the one telling her about that, and she felt a little guilty for allowing his sister to fill her in. No, he didnt mention that.

He was a quarterback. Terri set her empty glass in the grass by her feet. He was good, really good. He had a good shot at going pro.

Wow, I had no idea. What happened?

My daddy had a stroke, and Gray had to drop out of school to come home and take care of the ranch.

Alanas mouth dropped open before she snapped it shut again.

He still got his degree, one class at a time, but his football dreams died the day he told the coach he was catching the first plane home. Terri blinked back tears before she allowed them to fall. We almost lost Daddy that year. Rehabilitation was hell. He couldnt walk or talk. Hell, he couldnt even feed himself. He was just a frightening shadow of the man he used to be.

Im so sorry, Alana said, reaching for Terris hand. That must have been awful.

It was. But it was harder on Gray than anyone. Daddy was his hero, and Gray was so afraid of letting him down. The ranch has been in my daddys family for four generations, but if it wasnt making enough money, wed have no choice but to start selling off the land. Gray knew that would kill Daddy.

So he gave up his dream of playing professional football to take care of your family? Alana swallowed the lump in her throat. Grayson seemed as if he had it all together, as if hed always had it easy. She couldnt believe how wrong shed been. That must have been hard.

You have no idea, Terri said, releasing a shaky breath. Sometimes, after everyone else went to bed, Id wander downstairs and find him on the back porch with a beer. He said he couldnt sleep, had too much on his mind.

But your father made a full recovery? Alana asked, hoping the story had a happy ending.

He did, but it took a few years, and he never went back to ranching full time. By then, the ranch was doing so well he could afford to hire someone to manage it. That was right around the time Jaxon came to Grayson with the idea for High Rollers. Daddy gave them the money Grayson had refused to draw as a salary for all those years.

Do you think hes sorry he wasnt able to play professional football? Alana asked. He didnt seem like a bitter or resentful man, but she didnt know him all that well.

I think he would do just about anything for the people he loves, Terri said, obviously avoiding the question. He had to take control, otherwise we would have lost everything. I think that just became so ingrained in him that hes had a hard time shaking it.

It serves him well in his business dealings though, Alana said. Men like Graysonor Ronanwho felt they had to control everything and everyone always had a story. As noble as Graysons was, that didnt change that he was a control freak.

Sometimes. All the guys are pretty strong-willed. They butt heads a lot, but they always manage to come to some kind of agreement.

Youre obviously proud of your brother, Alana said. I meant what I said earlierI do think hes a great guy.

Youre just not sure hes the right guy for you?

No, Im not.

Terri touched her forearm. No one can convince you to feel something you dont, but I think youll regret it if you dont give him a chance. What can it hurt to get to know him better?



***



Grayson was surprised to see Alana chatting with his sister. They looked deep in conversation, so he didnt want to intrude. Were they talking about him? Was his little sister putting in a good word for him with Alana? If she was, hed have to reward her with expensive jewelry for her birthday next month.

Keep your eyes off my girl, Jaxon said, wrapping his arm around Graysons neck.

Your girl? Grayson gripped his longneck tighter as he shook off Jaxon. Who the hell are we talking about? And dont tell me its Alana. Hed been making himself crazy wondering about Jaxon and Alana.

Jaxon chuckled. Why didnt you just tell me you had a thing for her? You know I wouldve backed off.

Grayson breathed a sigh of relief. Jaxon understood guy code well, and they would never step on each others toes. Even if his partners gave him a hard time about breaking his own rules, Grayson could live with that if it meant he could come clean about his feelings for her. Howd you know I was into her?

Jaxon chuckled. Mightve been the fact you looked about ready to rip my head off when I talked about going over to Alanas place.

Did you go?

Only to find out if she felt the same way about you.

Grayson was righthis friend did have an ulterior motive. But it felt damn good to have friends who were there for him. And? Did you find out how she feels? He should have asked Alana that question, but if Jaxon could give him some insight, he would take it.

Shes scared, thats pretty obvious. Jaxon watched Alana and Terri. She likes you, but Im not all that sure she wants to. Shes fighting it.

Yeah, thats what I thought. Grayson didnt feel better hearing his friend confirm his fears. So what do you think I should do about it?

Be her friend.

Her friend? Grayson couldnt believe he was hearing that from Jaxon of all people. He hadnt had a platonic relationship with a woman in all the years theyd known each other. Youre kidding, right?

No, Im serious. Jaxon grabbed a handful of potato chips from a bowl in the center of the table and popped one into his mouth. She expects you to come on strong, to try to get her into bed. What she doesnt expect is for you to take the time to get to know her, to earn her trust. Thats what a girl like Alana needs.

Grayson had never believed that slow and steady won the race. Sprinting was more his style, but he was willing to consider his friends advice. Ill think about it. Thanks.

No problem. Jaxon slapped him on the back. Good luck, Gray. That ones worth fighting for.

Yeah, I think so too.






Chapter Eleven



Alana tried to listen to Terri talking about her nieces birthday party, but Grayson was walking toward them, making it hard for Alana to focus on anything else. He looked incredible in a black swimsuit, tank top, sandals, and dark sunglasses. His rock-hard biceps made it impossible for Alana to tear her attention away. She was grateful for her dark glasses. Without them, everyone at the party would have known she was thinking about all the naughty things she wanted him to do to her.

Hey, look whos here, Terri said, jumping up when she spotted her brother. She threw her arms around his neck and planted a noisy kiss on his cheek. Good to see you, Gray. Whats this I hear about you being with the leech last night?

Uh… Grayson glanced at Alana. It was nothing. She just wanted to talk.

Likely story, Terri said, frowning.

He pointed toward Duane. I think your husband was looking for you. Why dont you see what he wants?

Is that your not-so-subtle way of telling me to get lost? she asked, planting a fist on her hip.

Yes. He tweaked her nose. The sooner, the better.

Terri reached for Alanas hand. It was great talking to you. Maybe we could get together for lunch next week?

Id love that. Alana enjoyed Terris company, but she was dying to hear about Graysons tripnot that she would have had the nerve to ask him about Patti. Call me at the office, and well set it up.

You got it. Terri stood on her tip-toes and stage-whispered, This ones a keeper, Gray. Screw this up, and Ill have to kill you.

Grayson laughed and shook his head as his sister walked away. Subtlety is definitely not her strong suit.

No, but shes great. Alana smiled as her new friend rejoined her husband. The adoration in Duanes eyes made Alanas chest constrict. She didnt need a partner to make her life complete, but having a man who loved her that much would make the bad days a whole lot better.

Looked like you could use a refill, Grayson said, handing her a glass of sweet tea.

Thank you. As Grayson claimed the seat beside her, she asked, How was your trip? Productive, I hope?

It was great. Were definitely on the right track there.

Thats good.

He swallowed a mouthful of beer, his full lips wrapped around the bottle. About Patti…

You dont owe me an explanation. She cursed her stupidity. She wanted to hear his explanation. Unless you want to tell me what happened with her?

He grinned. Apparently subtlety wasnt her strong suit either. She came to my hotel room last night. I didnt ask her to come.

Oh. Alana took a sip of tea. So shed been in his hotel room… That could only mean one thing.

I told her I couldnt see her anymore.

Alana could have melted from the heat in his gaze as his eyes raked over her body. She was wearing a red one-piece with cut outs across the stomach and a matching wrap tied around her hips. She thought it was appropriately modest for an office pool party, but the way Grayson looked at her made her feel as if she were wearing nothing at all. Oh, uh, why did you do that?

Isnt it obvious?

She could barely breathe. Shed been a fool to think she had a prayer of resisting his appeal. No woman was that strong… or that stupid. Maybe youd better tell me. I wouldnt want to jump to the wrong conclusions.

Shes not you.

Alana wanted to jump up and do a happy dance, but she gripped the armrest of her chair instead.

I was with her, and all I could think about was you. He repositioned his chair so he was facing her. Thats been happening to me a lot lately. A pretty girl walks by, and you pop into my head.

Alana couldnt help but smile. What woman wouldnt be flattered by that? Is that so?

Jaxon just gave me some good advice, but I seem to be having trouble taking it.

What kind of advice did he give you? She should focus on their conversation instead of remembering the way his lips felt on hers, but it was damn near impossible. Shed missed him, and she wanted to show him how much.

He suggested that I take things slow with you, earn your trust, and focus on being a good friend. He seems to think thats what you need from me right now.

Jaxon was probably right, but her body was sending her a different message. What do you think I need?

He groaned and reached for her hand. I think you need a man wholl treat you right. I can be that man.

Alana fought the urge to squeal like a teen whod just scored front-row tickets to a Justin Bieber concert. Grayson was gorgeous, sexy, successful, and he wanted her. Her brain reminded her that shed had her heart broken by a man like him before, but her broken marriage had taught her she was much stronger than she thought. It was time to put that to the test.

She wrapped her free arm around his neck and whispered, I dont know if youre what I need. Im not even sure youre good for me, but I cant seem to stop thinking about you either. Shed never been so bold, but after everything shed learned about Grayson, she felt she knew him well enough to take the risk.

How about we get out of here? he asked, wrapping his hand around her neck. Lets have a private pool party at my place.

She drew back to look him in the eye. As enticing as that sounds, I came here to meet your partners. Ive been so busy chatting with you and your sister that I havent had a chance to meet anyone else yet.

Grayson sighed. That means I have to share you, huh?

He looked so adorable when he sulked, Alana couldnt resist the urge to kiss his cheek. I want to get to know your friends, and not just because Ill be working for them. She hoped he understood that she wanted to get to know him better.

Id like for you to meet them too, he said. Cause if they meet you at work, theyll make the mistake of asking you out like Jaxon did.

She should have been troubled by the fact that he was acting possessive, but she didnt want to start an argument by reprimanding him. She would have plenty of time to make her opinion on the subject clear. Then what are we waiting for? Lets start with Rennie and Zach. I feel bad that I havent even introduced myself to our hosts.

Rennie and Zach it is, he said, tugging on her hand.

She linked her hand with his. Im glad you were able to make it back for the party. I wasnt sure you would, especially after I heard you were with Patti last night. She bit her lip, wishing she could retract that last statement. She was condemning him for being jealous and petty, and she was behaving the same way.

I told you Pattis a non-issue. But Im kind of glad I kept you guessing. Now you know how I felt wondering what was going on between you and Jaxon.

Your friend was a perfect gentleman, Alana said, wrapping her free hand around his bicep as they dodged a flurry of screaming kids playing tag. He flirted a little, but I have a feeling that comes as naturally to him as breathing.

I cant deny that, Grayson said, chuckling.

Im glad I got to spend some time with him.

Oh yeah? Whys that?

Talking to him and your sister gave me a lot more insight into the kind of man you are.

I hope thats a good thing.

Its definitely a good thing.



***



By the time Grayson tucked Alana into his car, they were both sunburned, exhausted, and stuffed. He couldnt remember the last time hed had so much fun. His friends had loved Alana, just like he knew they would, and he realized he didnt want to be alone anymore. He wanted a woman like Alana by his side.

What are you thinking? she asked, stifling a yawn.

Im thinking Im tired. He started the car before reaching for her hand. But I dont want the night to end. You wanna go for a drive? Or maybe back to my place for a nightcap?

As much as Id love to, I really should get home. I have to be up early for work. Squeezing his hand, she grinned. My new boss is a real tyrant. Id hate to piss him off.

Grayson chuckled as he brought her hand to his lips. Her skin was so soft, and the light fragrance on the inside of her wrist teased his nose. He wanted to inhale deeply so he could imprint her scent in his memory.

I hope your partners wont give you a hard time about seeing me? she said, looking concerned.

Is that what were doing? Seeing each other? Even in the dark, he could see her blush. He almost felt guilty about teasing her.

Im sorry, I didnt mean to assume… or imply

Would you relax? He chuckled. Im just messin with ya. Dont worry about my partners. Ive got enough dirt on all of them to make sure they keep their mouths shut.

Alana looked amused. Im willing to bet they have dirt on you, too. I wonder what Id have to do to get them to talk?

Grayson knew she couldnt say or do anything to make Matt or Zach spill, but his single friends were a different story. Shed only have to bat her eyelashes, and theyd sing like canaries.

Dont look so worried, she said. Im not really interested in digging up any dirt on you. Everyones entitled to their privacy, and we all have our secrets, right?

Grayson bit his tongue instead of asking what she had to hide. He had no right to interrogate her about her past. Hows the new place?

I really like it, she said, smiling. Ive met some nice people there. Most of the residents are seniors on a fixed income, but there are also a few single moms and their kids. She scowled. The slumlord is a piece of work though. The tenants told me they cant get him to do any repairs unless they threaten to report him. Its not fair. They pay their rent on time. Hes obligated to give them a safe and sanitary home.

I couldnt agree more. As a landlord himself, he was vigilant about making sure his properties were in excellent condition. If you dont want the headache of dealing with him, you could always reconsider my offer. My agent has been interviewing new tenants, but no one has signed a lease yet.

Grayson. Her tone told him she wasnt willing to reconsider and didnt appreciate being pressured.

Im sorry, Ill back off. The last thing he wanted was to cause friction between them. Is there anything I can do to help you get your place in order? So many years on the ranch meant I had to learn to fix just about anything.

Its sweet of you to offer, she said, smiling. I just might take you up on it.

I hope you do. Hed take advantage of any opportunity to spend more time with her.

Your sister told me about your fathers stroke. That must have been difficult for you.

He was surprised Terri had confided in Alana about that. That was a dark time in their family history that they rarely discussed. It was. My old mans sort of my idol. He taught me the meaning of hard work.

Did he also teach you how to throw a football?

He saw where she was going. She wanted to know if he was bitter about giving up his dream. He did. He was my biggest fan. All through high school, he was at every game, cheering me on and making me believe I could secure that pro contract.

Do you wish youd had the opportunity to play pro football?

He inhaled deeply. He glanced at her while they were stopped at a light, smiling to let her know he wasnt upset by her question. High Rollers has become a hangout for athletes, and a lot of them have become my good friends. Ive seen them through a lot. Injuries, trades, retirementsits not an easy life.

Does that mean you dont have any regrets about the way things worked out?

We all have regrets, and I have my fair share. When Im at the Super Bowl, in the midst of all of those crazed football fans, part of me wonders whether it could have been me on that field. But those days are gone, and theres nothing I can do to get them back.

She rested her hand on his leg. Im sorry. I didnt mean to bring up a sore subject. Im just trying to get to know you better.

That was the first time shed initiated contact, and he wanted more, much more, than a tentative touch intended to comfort him. Its okay. You can ask me anything. Im an open book. He was surprised to realize that with her that was true. He wasnt guarded, wondering what she wanted from him. Shed already proved she didnt need anything from him. She could take care of herself, which he found sexy as hell.

You really mean that?

Of course. Ask me anything.

Do you, uh, have other women like Patti in your life?

He wedged his tongue in his cheek, grateful the darkness meant she couldnt read his amusement. There have been a few. She was cute when she was jealous, but he wasnt stupid enough to say that.

Are you still seeing any of them? She brushed her thumb over her nails as she pretended to be more interested in her manicure than what he had to say.

I thought I was pretty clear about that. He reached for her hand. Ive never been real big on commitment, and judging by your history, you probably feel the same way. Am I right?

Well, I certainly dont want to get remarried anytime soon if thats what you mean.

He chuckled. Glad to hear were on the same page. Alana, I like you, and I think we could have fun together. I dont want to complicate this by labeling it. Why dont we just agree to hang out, have a good time, and see where it takes us?

Her lips twisted into a reluctant smile. Its so simple for men, isnt it? You dont feel the need to analyze things to death the way we do.

If he were being honest, he would have admitted hed spent a lot of time analyzing his feelings for Alana. He wasnt any more ready to tell her that than she was ready to hear it though. I believe in going with the flow. Its a hell of a lot harder to paddle upstream than it is to let the current carry you.

I guess youre right, she said, drawing in a deep breath. Thanks for reminding me I dont always have to plan things out. Sometimes its okay to just let things happen.

The rest of the short drive was filled with soft music from the speakers, the wind whipping through their hair, and her hand in his. Grayson had been traveling that road his whole life, but it had never felt better. He could have spent all night with her, just driving around and enjoying her company. But the drive ended too quickly in the small visitors parking lot.

Let me walk you up, he said, reaching for his door handle.

She grabbed his forearm. You dont have to. The place is a bit of a mess. There are paint supplies everywhere, and I dont have much furniture yet.

I dont care about that. He slid out and slammed the door behind him. He wanted her to know that he supported her decision to live there. For him, all that mattered was that she was safe and happy.

Alana looked hesitant as he helped her out of the car.

Dont worry, he said, pulling her against his side as he pushed the button to lock the doors. I couldnt care less what the place looks like. Im just looking for a good-night kiss.

She backhanded him in the stomach, laughing as she did. Why am I not surprised to hear you say that?

Because you know I have no restraint with you.

She looked at him, her expression growing serious. I missed you while you were away. I didnt expect to, but I did.

I missed you too, he whispered, kissing her nose. I cant tell you how many hours of sleep I lost thinking about you.

I was kind of disappointed you didnt call. She stepped through the door he held open for her. Once they were inside the elevator, she said, I shouldnt have expected to hear from you, but

You did. He backed her up against the wall as he closed his hands around her face. I like that.

She wrapped her arms around his waist and tried to wipe away her smile. I should have kept my mouth shut. Lord knows your ego is big enough already.

Grayson lowered his head, teasing them both by brushing his lips over hers. It wasnt enough to satisfy him, and judging by her whimper, she felt the same way. Before he could give her more, the doors opened, delivering them to her floor. Alana seemed tense as they walked down the hall. The pungent smell of food and cigarette smoke assailed them, and loud TVs and old country music permeated the quiet.

Grayson knew she didnt want to invite him inside, so he reached for the keys. Let me do the honors.

You dont have to. She tried to snatch them back, but he held them out of her reach. I dont want you to come in.

Why not?

Because this isnt the kind of place youre used to spending time in, and Im… embarrassed.

It killed Grayson that hed been the one to plant that seed of uncertainty. Listen to me. The way I reacted had nothing to do with how I felt about spending time here. It doesnt matter to me where we are as long as Im with you. He tipped her chin up, coaxing her to look at him. I mean it, Alana. I care about you. I just wanted you to have a nice place to live, somewhere safe. Thats the only thing that matters to me.

I like it here, she said, looking at the door to her apartment. The beige paint was scuffed and peeling, and the old brass doorknob was scratched. I see the potential. I can imagine what itll look like painted with new curtains and furniture, and

I dont want you to tell me, he said, unlocking the door. I want you to show me. Show me what you have in mind for this place. Grayson loved the way her face lit up when she got excited.

Alana flipped the light switch, bathing the small foyer in a golden glow. Ive just primed this area. Im going to paint as much as I can every night.

Grayson looked up, noting the bulb in the ceiling. There wasnt even a fixture. The adhesive floor tiles in the kitchen and foyer were peeling, and the carpet was worn and dirty. No matter how many coats of paint Alana used, she would never be able to fix that mess. He forced his jaw to relax when he realized he was clenching his teeth. Cant you get the landlord to replace the flooring?

Apparently he hasnt done any cosmetic upgrades since he bought the place nine years ago, Alana said, grimacing. Im going to have the carpet cleaned as soon as Im finished painting. That should help.

Grayson wandered into the small living room/dining room combination. Alana had been hard at work, repairing holes in the walls and sanding before she painted. He hated knowing that place would never live up to her expectations. After all of her sweat equity, it would still be in dire need of updating.

She crossed her arms as she leaned against the wall in the foyer. You have that look on your face again. I thought you were going to try to keep an open mind.

I am, he said quickly, forcing a smile. I was just thinking about how much work itll take to bring this place up to snuff. Evenings, weekends… When am I going to see you outside of work?

She pointed to a paint tray and brush. You can come over and help whenever you like.

Grayson grinned before leaning in to kiss her. Even a task as mundane as painting would be fun with her.






Chapter Twelve



Grayson was on the phone the next morning talking to his real estate agent when Jaxon barged in. Grayson scowled before turning his chair around and lowering his voice. I dont care if its not on the market. I want to know who owns it and how much he bought it for. Then well make an offer he cant refuse. Tomorrows not soon enough. I dont care. Cancel your open house or send one of your lackeys. I want you in my office with papers to sign before the end of the day, Bernie. Good. Ill expect to hear from you within the hour.

Youre talking to your realtor? Jaxon asked. Why?

None of your business.

Jaxon snatched a file from the corner of Graysons desk and started reading it. You had Alanas husband investigated? Why?

Hes her ex-husband, Grayson reminded him. If she found out, Alana would no doubt chastise him for sticking his nose into her business, but he was just trying to protect her. To do that, he needed to know what kind of man he was up against.

So whats it to you? Jaxon thumbed through the documents and glossy photos. Did Alana ask you to do this?

No.

Does she even know about this?

No. Now would you give me the goddamn file and get back to work already? Grayson reached for a bottle of pain reliever in his desk drawer. He tossed two capsules in his mouth before reaching for his water bottle.

Whyre you so bitchy this morning? You left with my date. You should be gloating. Unless she shot you down?

Alana just needed a lift to the party. We both know theres nothing between you two, so quit bustin my chops. He sighed as he leaned his head against the leather headrest. Ive got the mother of all headaches.

Why? Whats wrong? Jaxon asked, setting the file on Graysons desk. You didnt drink enough to be hung over. Whatd you have, two beers all day?

Something like that. Grayson squeezed his eyes shut and pressed his fingertips into his temple. This girls got me goin crazy.

Jaxon laughed. Its about time you admitted it.

The thing is��� I may have made a couple of bad calls, but I did it for the right reasons. I think. He wasnt sure of anything anymore. He felt as though hed already betrayed Alanas trust, and he didnt know what to do about it.

Jaxon chuckled. Why dont you let me be the judge? Start at the beginning and talk real slow. I havent had my second cup of coffee yet.

Grayson took a deep breath, wishing hed had the energy for his usual run before work. It may have helped him sort through his jumbled thoughts. I didnt think having Alana checked out was so terrible. Its not uncommon to run a background check on someone whos in a position to embezzle money from your company, right?

It may not have been a bad idea, but isnt it customary to have potential employees sign a consent form before you dig around in their past? There are privacy laws.

Grayson knew his friend was right. Whether the check was ethical or not was irrelevant. It felt wrong, given the feelings he was developing for Alana. Hed learned things from the private investigators report that she should have told him. She would never have the chance to confide in him because hed stripped her of the opportunity. I cant take it back, no matter how much I wish I could. Do you think I should tell her about it or just leave well enough alone?

I guess it depends. Jaxon pointed at the file the investigator had compiled on her ex-husband. Are you going to tell her about this too? If you do, she might think youre just as bad as he is.

Grayson swiped his hands over his face, wishing he could go back to sleep and start the day over. Jaxon was just trying to help, but he was making him feel worse. Youre saying you think I should just keep my mouth shut?

This girl means a lot to you, doesnt she? Jaxon asked, frowning. Ive never seen you stress like this beforeover a woman, that is.

I like her, okay? Grayson had no intention of defining his feelings for Alana. It was way too soon for that. And if she finds out I had her and her ex checked out, she may not be willing to give this thing between us a chance.

So come clean, Jaxon said, shrugging. Tell her you screwed up and youre sorry and it wont happen again.

Grayson glared at him. Thats it? Thats your brilliant advice?

What else are you gonna do? The way I see it, youve got two choices. Keep your mouth shut and hope she never finds out youre sneaky and underhanded, or lay your cards on the table and tell her you want to try to be a better man for her. He smirked, letting Grayson know he was overdramatizing for effect.

Thats not all. Grayson looked at his cell phone, wondering if he should call Bernie back before it was too late. I told Bernie I want to put an offer in on Alanas building.

You what? Jaxon shouted, leaning forward. Are you crazy? You cant do that!

Come on, man. Youve seen the place. Its a dump. Maybe he was losing his mind. Surely a sane man wouldnt consider laying out millions so a woman he barely knew would have a nicer place to call home. According to Alana, the guy who owns it refuses to do a damn thing. Those tenants deserve better than that. Besides, its a good investment. At least he hoped it was.

Youre not doing this because its a good investment, Jaxon said, looking him squarely in the eye. Youre doing it because you hate that shes living in a place you dont approve of.

Grayson swallowed. Jaxon was right, sort of, but hed be damned if he would admit it. Im a real estate investor. Ive bought lots of properties, and plenty of them were owned by jerks like this. I fix them up, rent them out, hold on to them for a while, and make a nice profit when I decide to sell. This is no different.

Liar.

Grayson wished he hadnt told Jaxon about the real estate transaction. He should have known his friend would never understand. Jaxons childhood had left him seriously messed up, and the only person hed ever felt the need to protect was his mother. As far as he was concerned, the rest of the world could fend for themselves.

I dont know what the hell to do, Grayson admitted. I care about her. A lot. I dont want to make mistakes that could cost me a chance with her, but I cant change who I am to please her either. I want to protect the people who matter to me. But since when is that a bad thing? Most women would be flattered.

Alanas not most women. Her ex did a real number on her, and the last thing she wants is to make the same mistake twice.

Somehow hearing his friend remind him of that only made Grayson feel worse. Im nothing like him. Hes seriously messed up, man. According to the investigator, hes obsessed with Alana, and hell do anything to get her back.

Jaxon chuckled. Can you blame the guy?

Hes not getting her back, Grayson said, slamming his palm on the desk. Shes done with him, and he needs to get that through his thick head.

Jaxon whistled, long and low. Wow, you have got it bad, my friend. Jealousy? Possessiveness? Over-protectiveness? Not your M.O. with women.

What the hell was happening to him? Grayson was becoming just like the guy Alana was running away from. I dont need you to judge me, Jaxon. I need you to help me.

Jaxon observed him carefully before he said, From what I can tell, Alana values her privacy. She wants to prove she doesnt need anyones help. I think shed resent you trying to save her or protect her. She wants a man wholl treat her like an equal, not a child who needs to be taken care of.

Everything in Grayson told him that Alana needed his help, and hed never turned his back on a friend or family member in need. She may be too proud to admit she needed him, but he saw the vulnerability every time he looked at her. He wanted to wrap her in his arms and never let go. A knock on the door caught both mens attention.

Grayson called, Come in.

Bob poked his head in the door. Oh good, youre both here. I was wondering if I might steal a moment of your time?

Sure, Jaxon said. Come on in, Bob. What can we do for you?

Grayson was in no state to discuss business, but Jaxon hadnt given him a choice. Grayson struggled to get his head back in the game. In spite of his personal problems, they still had a business to run. Is there a problem with Alana? God help him, it always came back to her.

No, no problem. Bob sat next to Jaxon. Shes working out great. In fact, thats what I wanted to talk to you about.

Grayson and Jaxon exchanged a look before Grayson asked, So this is about Alana?

Its really about me, Bob said, looking uncomfortable. But Alana does figure into my decision.

What decision? Jaxon asked.

My plan was always to retire at fifty-five so the wife and I could travel. He looked down at his hands. My father worked hard all his life and died before he ever had a chance to do all of the things he talked about doing. I dont want that to happen to me.

What are you saying? Grayson asked, fearing his head might explode. Bob was a key player in their organization. They couldnt afford to lose him. You want to retire?

Yes. He sighed before looking both men in the eye. Ive loved working here, and if Alana hadnt come on board, I probably wouldnt be bringing this up, since there was no one else on our team whos management material. But Alanas more than capable of taking over for me. Trust me, that ones smart as hell. Youre lucky to have found her.

Youre lucky to have found her. The words played like a chant in Graysons head. When do you plan to leave, Bob?

Id be happy to spend another month working alongside Alana to make sure shes comfortable with the operation.

You know we wish you the best, Jaxon said, offering Bob his hand. Youve been a valuable employee, and we hate like hell to lose you, but we respect your decision to move on to the next phase of your life. When Grayson didnt concur, Jaxon looked at him. Dont we, Gray?

Next phase of life… Grayson was stuck on those words and the idea of the next phase of his lifea serious, committed relationship with Alana. Yeah, of course we wish you well, Bob. He stood to shake the mans hand. Thank you for everything. You were a godsend when we were trying to figure things out in the beginning. We couldnt have done it without you.

Bob chuckled. I dont know about that, but I sure do appreciate the praise. And I appreciate your understanding. I couldnt have made this move without your blessing. He looked from Jaxon to Grayson. Would you like me to tell Alana about my plans?

No, Grayson said quickly. Im going to call a meeting with the other partners today. Well discuss our options, and if we decide to offer Alana the position, Ill tell her myself.

Bob nodded. I honestly feel shes the best person for the job. Frankly, shes the only viable candidate on our payroll at the moment.

I understand, Grayson said, walking Bob to the door. Thanks for your input, Bob. Continue to train Alana as you have been until we tell you otherwise.

You got it, boss, Bob said, before closing the door behind him.

What was that about? Jaxon asked. Of course were going to offer Alana the job. Like Bob said, no one else is qualified.

Grayson walked to the beverage cart to pour himself a glass of juice. He held up the crystal decanter, asking Jaxon if hed like some. I dont want Alana to think were offering her the position because of how I feel about her.

So let me be the one to tell her, Jaxon suggested.

No, I want to talk to her about it. Grayson wondered whether the added pressure and responsibility would be good for her. She struggled with anxiety and was trying to simplify her life, and he didnt want the promotion to cause a tailspin. You get the guys together. Obviously they need to be a part of this decision.

You got it, Jaxon said, getting to his feet and buttoning his black blazer. Well try for around noon in the boardroom. Ill have lunch brought in.

Sounds good, Grayson said. As if things werent complicated enough.



***



As promised, Jaxon had all of the partners gathered around the boardroom table by noon. Grayson had rehearsed what he wanted to say, but the words seemed stuck in his throat. Hed given hundreds of presentations, held hundreds of meetings, but that one was different. It felt personal, knowing they were discussing Alanas future.

You want me to start? Jaxon whispered to Grayson when all eyes turned to him.

Uh no, Grayson said, clearing his throat. Ive got this. He smiled at his friends. So listen, guys, heres the deal. Bob came to us today and announced that hes retiring.

No way, Brett Easton, their vice president, said. Bobs got another ten years, at least.

He doesnt see it that way, Grayson said. Hed expected his partners to be surprised. Now he just had to convince them Alana was the right person to take his place. He said he and his wife have discussed it, and theyre anxious to move on to the next phase of their lives while theyre still young enough to travel and enjoy it.

Grayson couldnt say that he blamed Bob. An image of Grayson and Alana sailing around the world popped into his head. He could imagine her standing at the railing, her hair whipping in the breeze as the sun warmed her face. He could see her smile, hear her laughter as she snuggled into his arms.

Grayson, did you hear me? Brett asked, frowning. I asked how long Bobs giving us. When is he leaving?

Hes offered to stay long enough to train Alana, Grayson said, clearing his throat. He doesnt think itll take more than a month to bring her up to speed, but he wont leave us in the lurch. He was pretty clear about that.

Alana? That was the hot little blonde at Zachs house yesterday, wasnt it? Brett nudged Dylan, grinning. Shes a hard one to forget.

Youre tellin me. Dylan chuckled. Did you see her in that bathing suit? She was

Can we get back to business? Grayson curled his hands into fists on the table top. He didnt miss his friends amused looks. Surely they knew she was more than just an employee to him. Alana is qualified to take Bobs place. In fact, shes the reason hes decided to retire now. He feels Alana is the perfect person to take his place.

Just whats goin on between you and Alana, Gray? Dylan asked. Yall sleepin together or what?

No, Grayson said, trying to hold his temper in check.

You sure about that? You looked pretty friendly to me. Brett looked around the table, smiling at their partners. You guys know what Im talking about.

None of them were stupid enough to agree with him, but they didnt have to. They all turned expectant eyes to Grayson.

I dont see how that is any of your business, he said, staring each of them down.

Come on now, Gray, Dylan said. Youre the one whos always preachin to us about keeping it in our pants with the employees. Why should you get to break your own rules?

Grayson knew he couldnt expect them to look the other way while he started something with Alana that could put their company in jeopardy. Grayson felt his anger subside as he took a deep breath. Honestly? I dont know. I just know that shes special.

Dylan gave him a serious look. You know I was just givin you a hard time, Gray. If you think this girl is… He stopped just short of saying the one, but they all knew thats what he was thinking. Weve all been playing the field a long time now, but we knew it wouldnt last forever. We all wanna get married and settle down.

Speak for yourself, Jaxon muttered. Im perfectly happy being single.

Thats cause youre a workaholic, Dylan said, rolling his eyes. Youre here before the rest of us and go home after the cleaning crew most nights, if you go home at all. Hell, I think theres an imprint on the couch in your office from all the nights youve slept here.

Grayson looked at Jaxon, waiting for him to come back with a sharp retort, but he just reached for his water glass. Thats when Grayson realized he didnt want to be like Jaxon, with only his career to fulfill him. He wanted more.

Back to this thing with Alana, Zach said. I think shes a great girl. Me and Ren got a chance to talk to her yesterday, and she really seems to have it together. But it wouldnt hurt for you to talk to legal. You know, just make sure you understand the ramifications if this thing doesnt work out and she cries harassment.

Grayson knew Alana would never do that, but if it put his partners minds at ease, he would walk down to their legal department later for some advice. Ill take care of it. About Alana taking over for Bob…

Whats her background? Dylan asked.

She was an accounting manager for Holmes Inc. in Sacramento for years. She knows what shes doing.

Well, if you and Bob both think shes the right person for the job, who are we to argue? Dylan asked. But do us all a favor and talk to legal about this now. Tell them yall are seeing each otherassuming thats what youd call it?

Yeah, Grayson said, clenching his teeth. He didnt appreciate his friends implication, but he wasnt going to argue the point in the middle of a business meeting. I guess thats what Id call it.

Fine, tell them that and let them know were planning to promote her. See how they suggest handling it.

As far as Grayson was concerned, there was nothing to handle. How far he and Alana chose to take their relationship was up to them. As long as none of their employees saw them flaunting it, he didnt see a problem. I said Ill go see them as soon as this meeting is over. Ill need to discuss her contract with them anyhow.

You havent talked to her about the position yet, have you? Ryan asked.

Of course not, Grayson said, scowling. Last time I checked, this business was run as a democracy, not a dictatorship. We all had to be on board with this decision before I talked to Alana about it.

I think its safe to say were all on board, Zach said, rapping his knuckles against the table. And if thats all, Ive got to get to practice. Ill see yall later. He made his way to the door. Anybody gonna be at the game tonight?

A few of the guys said theyd be there, but Grayson had other plans. He wanted to invite Alana to his place for dinner so they could talk about the future.






Chapter Thirteen



Grayson stared at their lawyer, trying to hide his shock as he struggled to make sense of his suggestion. Cal, you know I respect you, and Ive always taken your advice, but this is crazy. I cant ask Alana to sign a document stating that shes entering an intimate relationship with me of her own free will and that Im not offering any incentives relating to High Rollers. He cringed just thinking about how she would react.

Im not just thinking of the company here, Grayson. Im thinking of you too. You know me and your daddy go way back. Id never forgive myself if I let some little opportunist take advantage of you.

Do you take me for an idiot? Grayson asked. Do you think Ive gotten this far by being gullible? I had this girl checked out. I didnt get this information from her.

Cal raised his hands. I meant no disrespect, son. I was just

Being a condescending ass. I get it. Grayson had never put Cal in his place before, so he expected the look of shock that crossed his face.

Im just trying to look out for you and High Rollers, Cal said, straightening his silk tie. I wont apologize for that. Not only is it my job, but you boys are like my own sons. I dont want to see any one of you get screwed.

Graysons tone softened, but his words still held a hint of warning. I appreciate that, but Im not asking for your permission to be with Alana, and I wont tolerate you disrespecting her. We clear on that?

Crystal. He cleared his throat. Ill draft something and email it to you by tomorrow. If your girl isnt looking to gain anything from this association, shell have no problem signing it.

Grayson groaned. Cal, thats like asking the woman you love to sign a pre-nup on the eve of your wedding.

He laughed, the crinkles around his eyes deepening. You know Id have those signed long before that.

Grayson didnt even want to contemplate those papers. He had enough problems. Ive got to get back to work. He offered his hand. I appreciate your time. Ill think about what you said.

Before Grayson reached the door, Cal said, Gray, its not just you wholl lose if this blows up in your face. Your partners are as heavily invested in this company as you are. Are you really willing to put their stake in this company on the line for a woman who may or may not be as sweet and honest as you think she is? When Grayson turned to face him, Cal added, I really hope youre right about her, but dont you owe it to your partners to make sure youre all protected? If shes not after anything, she wont have a problem signing it, will she?

Grayson knew better than anyone how much his friends had risked and sacrificed for their company. He wouldnt have been able to live with himself if he put their business or friendships in jeopardy. Fine. Email it to me ASAP, and Ill ask her to sign it.

Youre making the right decision.

Grayson hoped Cal was right. With all of the bad decisions hed been making lately, he needed to make the right one.



***



Ive got what you asked for, Grayson, Bernie said, waving a manila folder.

Graysons receptionist hadnt been at her desk when hed walked past it on his way back from Cals. Bernie must have thought he could make himself at home in Graysons office while he waited.

Theres a lobby, Grayson snarled. You could have used it instead of storming into my office uninvited.

Sorry, Bernie said, swiping a hand over his shiny bald head. I got the impression you wanted this as soon as possible. If youre busy with something else, Id be happy to wait.

Just give me the damn offer. Grayson scanned the document. He stole it under power of sale. Why am I not surprised? He walked around his desk and sank into his leather swivel chair as he reviewed the comparatives Bernie had compiled. You think this is a fair offer? Have you seen the place? It needs a hell of a lot of work.

I got the impression you werent messing around. If you want to modify the offer, we certainly can. Whatever youre comfortable withyoure the one calling the shots.

Grayson thought of Alanas soiled carpets, stained walls, broken locks, and the cracked window hed spotted. The place wasnt habitable, and that slumlord clearly didnt feel an ounce of responsibility for the poor people in his building. He reached for a pen. No, its fine. But I want the property management company to take care of this for me. No one, and I repeat no one, is to know Im the new owner.

That shouldnt be a problem, Bernie said. I made the offer in your personal corporations name. No one could trace it back to you unless theyre digging pretty deep.

Grayson scribbled his name on the appropriate lines. Tell this guy I want an answer tonight, and if he drags his heels thinking he can get more money out of me, the offers off the table. We both know this is way more than that place is worth.

Thats what Ive been trying to figure out, Bernie said, rubbing the back of his neck. Youve been known to buy fixer-uppers in upscale neighborhoods, but this one seems way out of your wheelhouse.

A friend of mine just moved into this building, he said, passing the offer back to Bernie. She told me a lot of single parents and seniors live there. Theyve tried to get this guy to do the necessary repairs, and he wont. Thats not right.

Sounds pretty altruistic. Ive never known you to take on charity cases.

Grayson didnt know if he was referring to Alana or the building. Either way, he didnt like the implication. Why do you care? As long as the deal closes and you get your commission, you should be happy.

Yes, well… Bernie was clearly at a loss for words. I was just looking out for you. I dont think this is necessarily a bad investment; it just doesnt fit your profile. I always keep my eyes open for a very specific type of property, just like you told me to. I dont understand how this one fits into the plan.

It doesnt. Fortunately, Ive made enough money to deviate from the plan when I want to. Grayson stood, buttoning his gray suit jacket. If youll excuse me, theres someone I have to see.

Of course, Bernie said, shaking his hand. Ill be in touch soon.



***



Alana was ravenous, but she hadnt had time to stop at the grocery store the previous day. Looking in her wallet, she realized buying lunch would cut into her grocery budget for the week. She was trying to make her cash stretch until her next paycheck. She had vowed to be disciplined about her spending so she could save up to move out of her apartment as soon as her lease was up.

Grayson knocked on her open door as she was contemplating her dilemma.

She flinched and shoved her wallet in the top drawer of her desk. Hey, Grayson, I didnt see you standing there.

Is there a problem? he asked, eyeing her desk drawer.

No, I was just checking to see if I had any change for the vending machine. I thought I saw some apples in there. She hated lying, but if he found out she hadnt eaten, he would accuse her of not making her well-being a priority. She was determined to prove to him that she could take care of herself.

You were planning to get food from the vending machine? he asked, wrinkling his nose. Theres nothing in there but sandwiches stacked with something resembling meat, chips, and chocolate bars. Let me take you out to lunch instead.

I cant. Im swamped. Rain check?

Grayson leaned against the doorframe, crossing one foot over the other as he slid a hand into his pocket. If you wont let me take you out to lunch, how about a compromise?

It was difficult to focus on food when she was so distracted by him. He hadnt shaved, and the stubble covering his jaw only made him more appealing. What did you have in mind? She cleared her throat when she realized how sultry her voice sounded.

He crossed her office, reaching across her desk for the phone. Smiling at her, he punched a few buttons. Hey, Wendy, its Grayson. I didnt have a chance to grab lunch at the meeting. Would you mind bringing a couple of sandwiches down to the accounting department? Im in Alana Holmess office. Thanks.

You didnt have to do that, Alana said. I was going to grab something.

We had lunch brought in for our board meeting, but I didnt have a chance to eat either. No sense letting all that good grub go to waste, is there? He sat on the edge of her desk, glancing at the spreadsheet on her computer screen. Whatre you working on?

Bobs just bringing me up to speed on your marketing budget.

You like what you do? he asked, crossing his arms. Being an accountant, I mean?

Sure. Numbers make sense. I like that She stopped short of saying that numbers were safe and predicable. They didnt have any hidden agendas or unknown variables like people did.

What were you going to say?

Nothing, I just She was saved by a tap on the door.

A silver-haired woman wearing gray dress pants and a matching silk shirt beamed at Grayson. I forgot to ask what kind you wanted, so I just brought a bit of everything. And I know how much you love these peanut butter cookies.

Grayson winked at her as he rounded the desk to take the tray. Kissing her soundly on the cheek, he asked, What would we do without you, Wendy?

Oh stop. She took her glasses off as the chain around her neck held them. Flattery will get you nowhere with me, young man.

Grayson chuckled. Wendy, this is Alana. Shes the newest member of our accounting department. She just moved here from Sacramento to take the job.

Wendy moved forward, extending her hand. Its nice to meet you, Alana. You made the right decision. Ive worked for High Rollers from the start, and I can tell you its the best job Ive ever had.

Alana smiled as she wrapped both hands around Wendys. Thats good to hear. Im sure Ill be very happy here too. Something about the woman reminded Alana of her mother, and she was a little homesick looking at her. Alana decided to call her parents that night to check in and let them know all was well with her new job.

Wendy is Dylans receptionist, Grayson explained, but I havent given up on trying to lure her away from him. He put his arm around her shoulders. Just tell me what I have to do. A raise? More vacation time? A company car? Expense allowance? You name it, and its yours.

She laughed, squeezing Graysons hand. Youre shameless, but I love it. Keep an eye on this one, Alana. He could charm the pants off… She blushed. Ill just leave it at that. I better get back to work. She waved at Alana. Im on the fifth floor. Come on down and visit me sometime.

Ill do that, Alana said, smiling. And thanks for lunch.

My pleasure, dear.

Why do you have that look on your face? Grayson asked, moving aside some files so he could set the tray on Alanas desk.

What look is that? She reached into her desk for some hand sanitizer. She squirted some in her palm and rubbed it in before she offered him the bottle.

He looked amused but indulged her nonetheless. You looked a kind of sad.

Wendy reminds me a bit of my mom. It wasnt easy leaving my family behind. Were close, and Ive never been away from home before, not even for school.

But they supported your decision to move here? He pulled up a chair and settled in.

Yeah. They knew Id never get any peace with Ronan hounding me, so they encouraged me to put some distance between us. In time, Im sure hell move on. When he does, I might go back home. Well see how things work out here.

Grayson frowned with his hand hovering over the tray. I didnt realize you saw this as a temporary position.

I dont, she said quickly, chastising herself for putting her foot in her mouth. Id like to be here for the long haul, but none of us knows what the future will bring, right?

What do you see in your future, Alana? What do you hope will happen?

The intensity of his question startled her. She didnt know what he was getting at. I want what everyone wantsto be happy. She knew it was a simplistic answer, but it was true. Eventually I want to find a partner who wants the same things I do. I want to have a family, a career I enjoy, friends, maybe travel a bit. She reached for a chicken sandwich on rye, hoping he couldnt hear her stomach growl. But Im in no hurry. Things will unfold as theyre supposed to.

Sounds like a healthy attitude, he said, digging into a roast beef sandwich on whole wheat. Im used to dating women who want to choreograph every minute of the relationship. I guess thats why I work so hard to keep things casual.

Casual works for me. She smiled to soften her words. I dont want anything serious right now. I think youre a great guy, but Id just like to relax and have a little fun, like you suggested.

He seemed pensive, chewing carefully before setting his sandwich on a napkin. What if things do get serious? Are you going to cut and run on me?

Alanas heart beat wildly. Where was he going with that? Cut and run? She laughed lightly. Im guessing thats more your speed.

Youd be wrong. He pinned her with gaze. Im always straight up with women. Either I see a future with them or I dont, and I dont believe in playing games. Ive never intentionally led anyone on.

Im sorry, she said, reaching for his hand. I didnt mean to imply that. When he looked down at their joined hands, she withdrew hers. Can we talk about something else?

Actually, thats why Im here. I was wondering if youd like to have dinner with me tonight.

As enticing as the offer sounded, she had vowed to spend her free time working on her apartment. Even if she wouldnt be there for more than a year, Alana longed to have a comfortable place to call home. Sorry, theres a paint brush at home that asked me first.

He frowned. Thats the second time youve blown me off today. Im starting to take it personally.

Please dont, she said. Id really love to go out with you, but

You have to paint, I know. He sighed. That apartment should have been professionally painted before you moved in. All of the flooring should have been replaced, not to mention that kitchen. I saw one of the cabinet doors… Im sorry. I dont mean to be critical. But Im a landlord too, and it pisses me off when I see jerks taking money and refusing to keep the building up to code.

Alana rested her chin in her hand. Youre cute when youre mad. Do you always get so worked up about stuff like this?

No, but you matter to me. His lips thinned with anger, as though he was battling his desire to speak his mind. I take care of the people I care about. I know thats not what you want to hear, but thats just the way I am.

Alana would never ask him to change for her. Shed had too much experience with someone trying to mold her to try to impose her will on someone else. Many of Graysons characteristics concerned her, but not enough to override his magnetic appeal. Were just getting to know each other. I appreciate that you care about me… as a friend.

I have all the friends I need. He lowered his voice as his eyes traveled over her face. Im looking for a lover.

Alana nearly trembled. He was making her a blatant offer, one she would be a fool to refuse, but she wasnt into casual sex. Until she figured out where they were going, she couldnt allow desire to override her common sense. You could have been with Patti this weekend. She could have pinched herself for even suggesting that.

Youre right. I could have. He sat back, staring at her. Is that what you want, for me to find someone else? Are you just not interested in a physical relationship with me? Is that what youre saying, Alana?

His question left her with an inexplicable emptiness. She knew he could walk out of her life, and shed never have the opportunity to get to know him better. She tried to find the right words to make him understand her dilemma. I believe in taking things slow. Ronan was… She swallowed, mortified but determined to continue. My only lover. Ive dated a bit, but Im sure Im not as experienced as most of the women youve been with.

He walked around her desk. Pulling her into his arms, his hands locked around her waist as his stubble grazed her jaw. I love that you take this so seriously. The fact that youre not willing to jump into bed with me only makes me want you more.

Alana felt delicious ripples of excitement move through her as she felt his arousal. He turned her on like no man ever had, and she knew making love with him would be epic. That didnt mean she was willing to rush into anything.

Im not going anywhere, he said, gliding his hands over her bottom. You make me crazy, Alana.

His hazel eyes riveted her to the spot, and she fought for breath as she waited for him to continue.

I meet a lot of women, but I dont think Ive ever met one who makes me feel this way. I cant explain it. When I see you, my gut tightens, and I forget what I wanted to say.

She smiled. Hed just described the way she felt every time he walked into the room.

When you smile, I lose my breath, he whispered, gliding his lips over hers. When you kiss me, I want to get lost in you and pretend no one else in the world exists, just you and me.

Alana feared he could feel her trembling, so she tightened her hold on him. He deepened the kiss, and the glide of his tongue over hers made her tingle. Her skin warmed everywhere he touched. She felt him pulling her blouse from her waistband before his hands moved over her bare back. They were in her office, and she had to get a grip, but she couldnt, not while he was kissing her like that.

His breath was ragged as they finally pulled apart. About that dinner tonight… Are you sure I cant talk you into it?

She rested her forehead against his chest, groaning. You dont fight fair.

Thats why I always win, beautiful.






Chapter Fourteen



Grayson couldnt believe how nervous he was as he waited for Alana. Theyd agreed to a casual dinner at his house, so hed asked his housekeeper to prepare homemade pizza and salad before she left. Shed also surprised him with peach cobbler. It wasnt quite as good as his mamas, but it was damn close.

He had to figure out how to tell Alana about the contract Cal had sent him and the background checks and the building. No doubt about it, she would think he was a domineering control freakjust like her ex. If he kept her in the dark, shed think he was a liar, and that seemed even worse.

Before he could decide what to do, his phone rang, and his sisters number flashed across the screen. Hey, Terri, whats up?

Ive been trying to reach you since the party. I just wanted to tell you I love Alana!

Grayson held the phone away from his ear, fearing he might have to endure more of his animated sister before she calmed down enough for a normal conversation. When he heard her calling his name, he inched the phone closer. Im glad you like her, Ter. I do, too.

Oh my God, shes so perfect for you, Gray. Mama and Daddy are going to love her! Are you bringing her to dinner on Sunday?

I dont know yet. He stretched his legs out in front of him as he tried to decide whether to ask for her advice. I dont wanna rush things. Alana wants to take things slow, and Im trying to respect that.

Please, that girl is crazy about you. It was written all over her face. And when she heard about Patti… Terri laughed. She reacted the same way I did when I found out the head cheerleader was trying to get her hooks into my man back in high school.

Grayson brightened. Terri was usually pretty good at reading people. You really think shes into me, huh?

Id bet anything on it, Terri said. I really think she might be… She hesitated. Never mind, thats for you to decide.

He knew what Terri had been about to say. She thought Alana might be the one for him, and as much as falling in love and being vulnerable terrified him, he couldnt claim the same thought hadnt crossed his mind. Alana had everything he was looking for in a woman, and if he let her get away, other guys would be waiting in line to take his place. He couldnt let that happen, but what if he didnt have a choice after he told her the truth?

Ive got a problem, Ter. Cal wants me to have Alana sign a contract stating that shes entering into this relationship voluntarily, and if it doesnt work out…

It has no impact on High Rollers? She sighed. God, Gray, this could be over before it even gets started if you ask her to sign something like that.

Thats what Im afraid of. But I cant do anything to jeopardize the business. If it were just me, I wouldnt think twice about it, but five of my best friends are as heavily invested in this company as I am. I cant just ignore that.

No, I get that. But is there another way?

I know Alanas not an opportunist. I had her checked out. She could have walked away from her marriage with millions, but she didnt want anything from her ex.

You had her checked out? Terri groaned. What the hell were you thinking?

It was before we, uh, got to know each other. It was just a standard background check I would have run on any potential employee. That sounded like a lame excuse, even to him.

Really? So Alana knew about it?

He should have known Terri wouldnt leave it alone. No, not exactly.

Either she did or she didnt, Gray. Which is it?

At times like that, Terri reminded him too much of their mother. She didnt know, okay? She still doesnt know about it.

Thats a total invasion of her privacy, you big jerk! How would you feel if you found out some woman was digging around in your past?

Hed have felt violated. He hated himself for getting into such a mess, but not as much as Alana would if he told her what hed done. Thats not all. He squeezed his eyes shut and pinched the bridge of his nose. He hoped his housekeeper had stocked up on pain relievers. He would definitely need them. I bought the apartment building she lives in.

You what?

If he thought shed been loud before, that was nothing compared to the screech shed just let loose. You heard me.

Please tell me youre joking.

You havent seen this place, Ter. The landlords a real scumbag. He refuses to do any work on the place. Trust me, the tenants are going to thank me for getting rid of him.

How did Alana react when you told her you bought her building? I got the impression she was really trying to make it on her own. Was she pissed at you for stepping in and trying to rescue her? Before Grayson could respond, Terri rushed on. I mean, the building needed work when she decided to rent the apartment, right? If it bothered her that much, she wouldnt have signed the lease.

She was right. Grayson suspected the condition of the building bothered him a lot more than it bothered Alana. But he wanted the best for her, because thats what she deserved. Why couldnt she see that life didnt have to be a struggle? Especially when she had people who wanted to help make it easier.

Alana doesnt know yet, he said. Shes on her way over here. I need to tell her everything, but I cant lay all this on her at once. Hell, if I do, shell be on the next plane back to Sacramento.

Youre probably right. If a guy I barely knew did the things youve done, I might think he was a little off. Or be extremely flattered. Im not sure which.

Thanks a lot, Terri. He could always count on his sister to be brutally honest. So what do you think I should do?

Tough call, Terri said. What do the guys say about you and Alana? They obviously know. Anyone at the party could tell you two are totally into each other.

The guys know. We talked about it at a meeting today. Bobs retiring soon, and he suggested we promote Alana to our accounting manager.

Thats a good thing, Terri said. Itll give her more incentive to stick around. Which will give you the chance to prove to her youre not the overbearing S.O.B. shes going to think you are when she hears the whole story.

Grayson ignored that comment. There was no sense arguing when he knew Terri was right. The guys suggested I talk to Cal, which brought up this legal document thing. I feel like a bit of a hypocrite for breaking my own rules, but I never expected someone like Alana to work for us.

You really care about her, dont you? Terri asked.

Hell yeah! Would I be doing all of this if I wasnt crazy about her? Grayson sighed and kicked his feet up on a kitchen chair. I know I come on a little strong, but my hearts in the right place. You know that, right?

Of course I do. But Im not the one you have to convince, honey. Alana is.

I know. The question is how the hell do I dig myself out of this hole? If it were just the contract or just the background checks or just the building, I might be able to make her understand. But all those things combined make me seem guilty as hell.

Background checks plural? Who else did you have checked out?

Her ex-husband. Before Terri could interject, Grayson added, I got the feeling he was a dangerous guy. I wanted to know what we were up against if he decided he wasnt going to leave Alana alone. I was just looking out for her.

I know, but will she see it that way?

I dont know. Grayson didnt know anything anymore, which incensed him. Hed always had it all together, and the woman had crawled inside his head. I guess Im about to find out though.

Was that your doorbell? Terri asked.

Yeah, looks like shes here.

Good luck, Gray. Seriously, I hope this all works out for you. Girls like Alana dont come along every day.

Dont I know it.



***



Alanas toes curled in her flip-flops as she waited for Grayson to open the door. After that kiss in her office, she didnt know what he had in mind for the night, but she couldnt wait to find out. She was adamant about not sleeping with him too soon, but that didnt mean she would mind getting lost in his kisses.

Hey, gorgeous, he said, lighting up when he saw her. Reaching for her hand, he pulled her inside.

Enveloped in his tight embrace, Alana felt all of her nervous tension melt away. She couldnt shake the feeling she was exactly where she belonged. I was going to bring a bottle of wine, but I wasnt sure what we were having for dinner.

He pulled back to kiss each of her cheeks before landing a tender kiss on her glossy lips. I was thinking pizza and beer. Does that work for you?

Im supposed to have one cheat day a week, Grayson. Every day is turning into a cheat day with you. She blushed when she realized how that sounded.

I dont mind you cheating with me, he said, tucking a lock of hair behind her ear. Just dont ever think about cheating on me. Alana sucked in a breath as he stared into her eyes. He framed her face with both hands. I mean it, Alana. I want you all to myself.

It sounded as though he were asking for some kind of commitment, but surely that wasnt the case. Grayson clearly loved women, and they loved him. He traveled the world for business. Why would he want to be in a monogamous relationship with a woman who wasnt even comfortable talking about the future?

Say something, he whispered.

I dont know what you want me to say.

Tell me you dont want anyone else either.

She laughed a little, hoping to lighten the mood. Im strictly a one-man woman, but were still getting to know each other.

The way you kissed me today led me to believe youd be open to getting to know me intimately. Was I wrong?

God, no. You werent wrong. She slid her arms around his waist and tipped her head back to meet his eyes. But Im not one of those girls who subscribes to the three-date rule.

Hmm, is this our third date? he asked, looking thoughtful. Dinner at the club, apartment hunting, the barbeque, lunch at the office, dinner at my place… Id say this is technically our fifth date.

She couldnt help but laugh. Nice try.

He slipped her hand into his as he walked her into the gourmet kitchen. I wish I could take credit for dinner, but my housekeeper gets all the credit. Opening the oven door, he gave her a whiff of the warming pizza. I hope youre hungry.

Starving, she said, licking her lips.

His eyes lingered on her mouth. Youre not the only one. He reached into the fridge for a beer, giving her a nice view of his backside. Turning around quickly, he smirked. I knew you were checking me out.

She rolled her eyes as she reached for one of the cold longnecks. Youre so full of yourself.

You can deny it all you want. I see the way you look at me when you think Im not looking.

He was right, of course, but Alana wouldnt give him the satisfaction of admitting it. How was your afternoon? She hoped he would let her change the subject. Their physical attraction was undeniable, but if he forced the issue, she may not be able to keep her promise about taking things slowly.

It was okay, he said, watching her pop the caps off both bottles.

She passed him one before taking a short pull from the other.

The glasses are in the cabinet, he said, his eyes lingering on her moist lips.

I dont need one. She slid back on a stool. She was putting herself at a disadvantage if he decided to move in on her, but the hungry look in his eye told her it was worth the risk. I grew up with brothers, remember? Drinking beer out of a glass wasnt an option in my house.

He smiled as he set down the beer and braced his hands on the counter, caging her in. Tell me more about your brothers.

Clearing her throat, she forced herself to ponder his question. The mention of her brothers should have been enough to kill her libido, but it seemed nothing Grayson could do or say would accomplish that feat. Like I told you at dinner, theyre great. Hard-working, sweet, overprotectivejust like someone else I know.

Thats definitely a big brothers job, he whispered, easing between her legs as thrill bumps rose over her skin. What do you think theyd say about you being here with me now?

I… She couldnt think straight with his breath fanning her neck. Dont know.

Do they want you to be happy? He closed his hands around her waist. Do they want you to find a guy who can take care of you, whos crazy about you… who cant stop thinking about you?

Alana couldnt breathe, much less talk, but she was pretty sure that had been his intent.

Well, do they? Or are they afraid youll get hurt again? He stepped back. When she reached for him, he took her hands and looked her in the eye. Im serious, Alana. Would your family approve of us?

She didnt know why he cared. It wasnt as if he would meet them anytime soon. But since it seemed so important to him, she decided to be honest. I think theyd be concerned about me getting involved with anyone right now. They know Im still recovering from the divorce. She touched his cheek, hoping to soften the blow. If they met you, I think theyd see the same red flags I saw when I met you. Like it or not, you are a lot like my ex. Both physically and your… personality traits.

He clenched his jaw. Id like to hear about the ways were different.

Alana knew being compared to another man must be hard on Graysons ego, but shed never sweep her concerns under the rug. I understand why you are the way you are. For Ronan, it was all about controlling people. I think you try to protect the people you care about out of concern.

Seeming placated, he said, Go on. Im listening.

Alana found it amusing that a man like Grayson cared what she thought of him. His need for approval was as unexpected as it was endearing. He couldnt have been faithful if his life depended on it. She tipped her head back, studying him closely. I dont get that vibe from you. I have a feeling if youre in a committed relationship, youre all in.

Youre right, he said, tracing her lower lip with the pad of his thumb. Im glad you get that about me.

Given her rush to judgment about Grayson in the beginning, the least she could do was mitigate the damage to his ego. Ronan was all about making money so he could wield more power. Youre obviously doing what you love. I have a feeling youd do it even if you didnt get paid.

He chuckled. I dont know if Id go that far. I have to keep a roof over my head and clothes on my back, dont I?

Alana felt a rush of heat when she thought about his muscled chest and bare back. I suppose so.

Besides, I know the people I love will never have to worry about money.

What do you mean?

My parents, mainly. Ranching is back-breaking work. There are good years, and there are lean years. Now, no matter what happens, they dont ever have to worry about losing the ranch. They can relax a little. Lord knows theyve earned it.

She gave him a tender smile. She could easily lose her heart to him if he kept talking about his family that way. Thats so sweet.

Its nice to know my sisters and their families will be fine too. Terri and her husband do well, but Raelyn and her husband are teachers. There was a strike last year that made it tough for them to make ends meet. Being able to help them out when they needed it felt damn good. It makes all the hard work worth it, ya know?

Alana looked down. I wish I could say I did. My parents have both worked hard all their lives, but accountants dont make enough to help out all that much.

True, but department heads make a lot more. At least with our company they do.

Alana smiled, hoping she didnt seem ungrateful. In their economic climate, she was happy just to have a job with a stable company. Maybe someday when Bob is ready to retire, youll consider me for that position. Until then, Im happy with what Im doing.

Bob is ready to retire now.

She snapped her mouth shut as soon as she realized it was hanging open. But I thought Jaxon said he planned to work for at least another ten years?

Obviously, he was wrong. Grayson smiled. Bobs a great guy, well miss him, but his timing couldnt have been any better. Now that we have you…

Was he seriously offering her a promotion so soon? Grayson, I appreciate your faith in me, but I have to prove myself.

Youve already proven yourself. He leaned in to steal a kiss. Dont you know that by now?

It would have been too easy for Alana to accept his offer without thinking twice, but they were talking about her career. She couldnt afford to make mistakes. How do your partners feel about this?

Bob thinks youre the right person for the job. So do I. Theyre not going to argue.

The pizza, Alana said, pointing at the oven. You dont want it to burn. She needed a minute to catch her breath, and dinner seemed like a good distraction.

Right, the pizza, he said, looking confused as he pushed away from the counter.






Chapter Fifteen



Grayson had expected a much different reaction when he offered Alana the job. She seemed almost hesitant to accept, but why? The only reason he could imagine was that she didnt intend to make Arlington her permanent home, and that possibility weighed on him heavily.

As he pushed his empty plate aside, he asked, Are you going to tell me why you seem so reluctant about taking this job, or do I have to guess?

Alana sighed. At Ronans company, I had to deal with a lot of resentment. He hired me right out of school and promoted me quickly, mainly because I was one of the few people he trusted.

Grayson sat back and wished he could get through one evening with her without having to hear about the man he despised more with each passing day.

Is something wrong? Alana asked, touching his hand. You look upset.

No, go ahead. I want you to tell me why you dont want to take advantage of this great opportunity were offering you. The bitterness he felt seeped into his words. Im sorry. I want you to feel you can tell me anything, but it pisses me off that everything seems to begin and end with that jerk who didnt even deserve to call himself your husband.

Alana withdrew her hand. I know you dont understand. You think I should just be able to forget about him and move on, but its not that easy.

The panic edging out his fear made Grayson realize just how much he cared for her. Youre not saying you still have feelings for him, are you?

Alana looked appalled at the suggestion. God, no!

Then whats the problem?

When Ronan and I met, I was young and inexperienced. He promised me the world, and I believed him. Being married to him forced me to grow up, and by the time I walked out on him, I swore Id never make those mistakes again.

Grayson released a slow breath, allowing some of his concern to dissipate. Looking into her eyes gave him peace of mind. He didnt know how he could be so sure, but something told him he could trust her. Tell me why you think this would be a mistake.

Like I said, some people in his company didnt feel Id earned the position. Theyd been there longer and felt he owed it to them to promote them instead of me.

Seniority doesnt trump all, Grayson said, trying for once to put himself in Ronans position. I appreciate employees who are loyal to us, but that doesnt mean everyone is cut out for a managerial position. Some people are better suited to it than others. He obviously felt you were, and so do I.

Alana looked down at her plate. Would you be offering me this position if you werent interested in getting me into bed?

The question shocked and offended Grayson so much he wasnt sure how to respond. His first impulse was to tell her to go to hell, but forced himself to remain calm. What do you think?

She raised her eyes. Im sorry. That was unfair. I know you wouldnt offer me this job just because youre attracted to me. I know how much your business and your partners mean to you. You wouldnt do anything to jeopardize them.

Youre right. Since things were already tense between them, he may as well mention Cals idea. He wanted her to fully understand that he intended to keep business separate from their personal relationship. Which is why my lawyer thinks I need to take some precautions to protect the business. He winced inwardly when he realized hed chosen the wrong words. Hed made it sound as if she was trying to take advantage of their relationship, which he knew wasnt the case.

What kind of precautions? she asked, looking wary.

Cal, my lawyer, and the guys are a little concerned about me getting involved with an employee. He reached for her hand. Please understand, Alana, its nothing personal. Its just that we live in a litigious society. Sometimes when a relationship ends and were hurt, we do things we never thought we would just to get even with the person who hurt us.

Thats true.

Grayson was surprised, but grateful, shed agreed with his explanation. He assumed the betrayal shed experienced had prompted her to do things she never thought she would. Cal suggested it may simplify things and put everyones mind at ease if you signed a contract stating you were entering into this relationship voluntarily and didnt expect anything as a result. When she stared at him instead of responding, Grayson felt his chest tighten. Of course, its your decision. Whether you choose to sign it or not doesnt change the way I feel about you.

Of course Ill sign it.

You will? He hoped his disbelief didnt offend her. He just couldnt believe she hadnt lashed out and reminded him that shed voluntarily walked away from her marriage with nothing.

Sure. She squared her shoulders as she looked him in the eye. I have no intention of suing you or your company, regardless of what happens between us, so why would I object to signing your lawyers document?

Her eyes seemed colder, and that concerned him, but he didnt know how to bridge the gap hed created. Im not sure that Ive met anyone like you before, Alana.

As though she hadnt heard his compliment, she continued, I dont believe in accepting a cent I havent earned. Thats why I walked away from my marriage with nothing, much to my lawyers dismay.

Grayson felt as though hed lost his footing. She was making him feel things hed never felt, and it scared him senseless. You need to know how much I admire and respect you.

I think I do, she said quietly. Because I feel the same way about you. Its been a long time since Ive met a man who makes me want to believe…

He was dying to ask her to elaborate, but he didnt want to push her. He knew things would continue to progress at their own pace, and he was content with that as long as they kept building a solid foundation.

I trust you, Grayson. I think youre honest, genuine, and sincere.

Grayson swallowed, telling himself that was the moment of truth. He had to tell her everything, but before he could, the doorbell rang.

Were you expecting company?

No. He stood and tossed his napkin on the chair. Im sorry for the interruption. Whoever it is, Ill get rid of them. Just sit tight.

No problem. She reached into the purse hanging over her chair. I can check my email while youre gone.

Grayson approached the front door, feeling sick when he saw who was standing on the other side. He didnt want Alana to hear from someone else that he was her new landlord. Bernie, what the hell are you doing here? This isnt a good time.

Sorry, buddy. Bernie laughed as he brushed past him. But these contracts cant wait. He signed back on the closing date. Apparently hell be out of town that week, so he wants to push things up a few days. He stopped when he walked into the kitchen and spotted Alana at the table. Im sorry. I didnt realize you had company. I didnt see a car in the drive.

Alana smiled as she stood to greet Bernie. Im afraid Im without wheels at the moment. A friend dropped me off. She extended her hand. Alana Holmes, its a pleasure to meet you, Mr…

Bernies my realtor, Grayson said, jumping in before Bernie could elaborate. I made an offer on an investment property earlier today, and apparently the seller had an issue with the closing date. I just have to sign off on the change. It shouldnt take a minute.

Bernie shot Grayson an apologetic look. I tried to call first. Your phone went straight to voice mail.

Thats because I didnt want to be disturbed, Grayson said, clenching his teeth as he gave Bernie a meaningful look. But youre here now, so lets get this over with.

Would you like something to drink? Alana asked, smiling to let Grayson know she was fine with the interruption.

Id love a glass of sweet tea, Bernie said. If it wouldnt be too much trouble?

No trouble at all. Alana crossed the kitchen, reaching into a cupboard beside the fridge.

Bernie watched her reach for a glass before bending over to reach into the fridge. Holy hell, shes hot, he mouthed at Grayson.

He and Bernie had known each other a long timeGrayson would have even counted him among his friendsbut he wouldnt hesitate to put Bernie in his place if he disrespected Alana or made her feel uncomfortable. Shut up, he mouthed back.

Here we are. Alana passed Bernie the tall glass. Grayson, would like you some?

No, Im good, thanks. Hed stopped after one beer at dinner since he had to take Alana home, but he could definitely have used a shot of something stronger to calm his nerves. He felt as if he were standing on the raw and ragged edge of hell as someone prepared to push him into the fire.

Thank you, darlin, Bernie said. He laid on the charm as he flashed a mouthful of veneers Grayson had likely paid for with his last commission check.

Why dont we take this into my office, Bernie? Grayson gave Alana apologetic smile. You dont mind, do you?

Of course not. Take your time. I can straighten up the kitchen while youre gone.

In a minute, Gray. Bernie slid onto a stool at the breakfast bar as he set his briefcase on the counter. Im dying to know how yall met. Grayson didnt mention hed been seeing someone new.

Since when do I tell you everything? Grayson demanded, crossing his arms as he considered the ramifications of slapping Bernie upside the head.

I work for High Rollers, Alana admitted, casting a shy glance at Grayson.

You dont say. Bernie looked amused. Not like you to mix business and pleasure, ol boy.

Grayson felt his blood boiling. The last thing he needed was for some outsider to give Alana more cause to question their relationship. How bout you mind your own business before I find someone else to handle

Alana slipped her arm through Graysons and leaned into him. Its okay, Gray. People are going to ask questions about us. I dont mind.

Grayson gave Bernie a sharp look, letting him know hed better keep his questions and comments to a minimum.

What do you do at High Rollers, Alana? Bernie asked, clearing his throat before he took a sip of his drink.

Im an accountant. She ran her hand up Graysons arm and curled her fingers around his bicep.

Feeling her hands on him made Grayson wish Bernie would leave already. He wanted to caress every inch of her the way he hadnt been able to at the office earlier.

An accountant? Really? Bernies lips curled into a smile. I never wouldve guessed. Ive always thought of accountants as boring little men with wire-framed glasses and bad comb-overs.

She laughed. Just goes to show you cant judge a book by its cover. Ive always loved numbers. No matter how complicated the problem, you know theres always a solution.

Beauty and brains, Bernie said to Grayson. I hope you plan to hold on to this one.

Lets make our way into my study now, Grayson said, purposely avoiding his friends comment.

Alana loosened her grip on his arm, stepping back. When he glanced at her, he saw the flash of hurt in her eyes. He cursed himself when he realized Alana thought hed dismissed Bernies comment because he wasnt committed to going the distance with her.

Bernie pulled a file from his briefcase. Are you absolutely sure about this old apartment building, Gray? Im afraid it might be more trouble than its worth. This guy seems a little too anxious to unload it.

Grayson felt all the oxygen leave his lungs as he struggled to find an answer that would shut Bernie down without making Alana suspicious. Meet me in my study. Id like a word with Alana.

Bernie shrugged before making his way down the hall.

Alana was wiping down the granite countertop when Grayson slid his arms around her waist, burying his face in the crook of her neck. Im sorry about that. Bernie doesnt have a filter. He says whatevers on his mind whether anyones interested in hearing it or not.

Its okay, she said, busying herself.

Alana, I dont want to let you go. He kissed her neck. I think we could have a really great thing here. Dont you?

She tossed the cloth aside before turning into his arms, linking her hands behind his neck. I dont know. I want to believe we could, but Im scared.

So am I, he admitted. Taking a chance on someone, risking your heart, is scary as hell, but Im willing to take a chance if you are.

Reaching up on her toes, she kissed him tentatively. You make me want to believe in you.

When I tell you what Im feeling here is real, you can believe it. He brushed the back of his fingers over her cheek as he gazed at her. She was so breathtaking that he searched for the words to convince her so much more than her physical beauty drew him in.

She pressed her palms against his chest, smiling up at him when she realized how hard and fast his heart was beating.

He wasnt ashamed to admit he was nervous. He couldnt remember the last time hed had so much to lose. Women like you dont walk into my life every day. In fact, this is a first for me.

For me too, she admitted. I was in love with my husband, but it didnt feel like this.

Grayson held his breath as he waited for her to continue. He knew they were on the precipice of the moment hed been waiting for, and he feared if he said or did the wrong thing, like magic, she would disappear.

Being with you feels so easy. Its never forced. You make me laugh. She grinned. My cheeks hurt from smiling, and…

And what? he whispered, feeling his heart expand with an emotion that felt familiar and foreign at the same time.

You make me think about the future. I havent been able to do that in a long time. She gazed out the patio doors when a bird flew into the window. For the longest time, I felt dazed, confused, and terrified. I barely managed to get through the day, and I couldnt stand to think about tomorrow.

Its hard to imagine you like that, he said, slipping his hands through her hair. Youre so passionate, so excited about the little things that most people take for granted. Hell, you even seem to like painting.

Do you know why? she asked, tipping her head back to look him in the eye.

Why?

Because, for the first time, I get to make all the decisions. I dont have a decorator who goes to my husband for approval while she treats me like a piece of ugly old furniture shed rather get rid of.

It pained Grayson to think of Alana married to a man who allowed anyone to treat her that way. He knew anyone on his payroll or in his inner circle would treat Alana with the respect she deserved, or he would make them sorry.

It may seem silly to you, but choosing where I live and what color I paint the walls is kind of a big deal to me. Its freedom and the new life Ive been wanting for so long.

Grayson knew her life could only get better with a landlord who was willing to spend money. I really should deal with Bernie now. Can we continue this conversation in a bit?

Sure, but I wanted to let you know Ive decided to take the job.

Grayson smiled, relieved they were taking another step in the right direction. What changed your mind?

Bernie.

How?

He asked about us, and it made me realize I dont care what anyone thinks as long as we know the truth.

He wanted to tell her he was falling in love with her, but he knew he needed to come clean about everything before he did. I feel exactly the same way, baby. He kissed her forehead. Ill be as quick as I can.

She reached for his wrist before he pulled away. Wait. Do you mind if I slip into the hot tub?

Of course not. The image of her waiting for him in the hot tub was the only incentive he needed to wrap the meeting up in record time. If you need a swimsuit

I dont think I will. His shock must have registered on his face, because she giggled. Unless of course you want me to wear one?

No, God, no. He grabbed her hips, making sure she understood her effect on him. I hadnt planned on having another drink since I assumed Id be taking you home. He left a trail of moist kisses on her neck as he bent her over the counter. If youre planning to spend the night…

Is that an invitation? she whispered.

With a ragged laugh, he said, Its more like a plea.

In that case, I accept.



***



Alana waited for the remorse to come as she immersed herself in the hot water, but it didnt. Instead she felt a delicious sense of contentment. The timing was right, the man was right, and the universe had lined up to bring them together when she needed him most. It should have frightened her to acknowledge, even to herself, that she needed him. But during their last conversation, her mother had told her that needing someone didnt mean you were weak. It meant you were strong enough and brave enough to be vulnerable. Alana held on to those words as she allowed herself to fantasize about a future with Grayson.

Several minutes later, Grayson came out with two glasses and a bottle of wine. He was wearing a towel low on his hips, and Alana tensed when she saw the deep V disappearing beneath the towel. It was dark, and his property was landscaped to ensure privacy, but she was still nervous. Shed never done anything like that before.

You look incredible, he whispered, setting the glasses and wine down. He gently massaged her shoulders as she tipped her head back to kiss him.

She knew the water concealed her body, but the heat rippling over her skin reminded her of her nakedness. I hope you didnt rush on my account.

He chuckled as he tossed the towel aside. You better believe I did.

His silhouette nearly stopped Alanas heart. Shed never considered herself a sensual womanwith Ronan, sex had been borne of duty instead of desirebut she had a feeling Grayson was about to introduce her to a side of herself she didnt know existed.

Once he settled in the water, he pulled her closer and encouraged her to straddle him. Do you know how many times Ive thought about having you right here?

Alana felt too breathless to respond.

His tongue traced the shell of her ear before dipping inside. Imagined what it would feel like to be buried deep inside of you… His breathing was as ragged as hers as he molded her breasts with his hands. To hear you moaning my name…

Alana whimpered, wondering if any of his neighbors were outside. At least two acres separated them from the nearest house, but a curious bystander with a good set of binoculars could be watching them. She tried to care, but with his mouth making liquid pool between her legs, she couldnt.

Have you ever made love outside, Alana? His hands moved from her breasts to her back, kneading and massaging the tense muscles and leaving her wanting more.

No. She rolled her head back as he nipped the tender skin of her neck before caressing it with his tongue.

Hmmm… Im your first. I love that.

Everything felt like the first time with Grayson. He had a way of wiping the slate clean and making her forget everyone but him. Holding his face, she took the initiative and kissed him deeply. Whether he knew it or not, he was helping her believe in herself and second chances.

Wow, he whispered, breathing heavily when they broke apart. Not that Im complaining, but what was that for?

She looked him in the eye, wondering whether he was ready to hear the truth. When I came here for that first interview, I felt so scared and alone. Even though I had my friend here, it was terrifying to think of leaving the only home Ive ever known.

He brushed her wet hair off her shoulders. Is Arlington starting to feel like home?

Alana felt the tension emanating from him. No matter how hard he tried to play it cool, her answer was important to him. It isbecause youre here, Grayson. She kissed him when he smiled. That first night, when you came after me on the track, I realized you wouldnt let me run away from my problems. You were right there, forcing me to face what was bothering me. I didnt realize it at the time, but I need someone like you in my life.

I didnt realize I needed you either. He held her face as he drew her in for a kiss. I was happy with my life until you showed up and made me realize I could be a hell of a lot happier.

Her heart swelled, because being with him made her happy too, and that didnt scare her as much as shed thought it would. He could easily crush her if he walked away, but she was determined to live in the moment and enjoy every second with him instead of worrying about whether he would still want her tomorrow.

I know we may not have forever, but Id like to enjoy whatever time we have together. She thought her words would please him, but instead he got dark and introspective. Did I say something wrong? She shifted, carefully lifting herself off of him, and moved to sit on the bottom step.

After a beat of uncomfortable silence, he said, Why do you always do that?

Do what?

Youre always talking about the ending before things have even begun. He distracted himself with the wine, pouring some into each glass before handing her one. He swirled the merlot in his glass before looking at her. Youre so ready to write me off, to assume Im only looking for a good time. I want more than that.

Shed allowed herself a few stolen moments to think about a future with him, but the nagging voice in her head kept telling her it would never happen. Men like Grayson were never happy with one woman, and she had the battle scars to prove it. Please dont make any promises you cant keep. I dont need to hear them. All Im looking for is someone who enjoys spending time with me as much as I enjoy spending time with him. It doesnt have to be any more complicated than that.

Were here now. His eyes skimmed the swell of her breasts. Am I to assume youre looking for a one-night stand, a casual affair, what? What do you want from me?

She didnt know why he was so unsettled. She was giving him what every single guy wantedan easy out. I want a friend.

That explanation seemed so simplistic, but it cut to the heart of what she wanted. She wanted a best friend who would fall asleep next to her, hold her when she cried, and love her even when she hated herselfsomeone who would stand beside her during her darkest moments and squeeze her hand while they welcomed their baby into the world. Alana didnt realize shed been lost in thought until Grayson moved closer, taking her wine glass and setting it on the edge of the hot tub.

Tell me exactly what youre thinking right now. Dont censor it, he whispered fiercely, lowering his mouth against her ear. Because Ill know if youre holding out on me.

She was afraid he could feel her heart hammering as he closed his strong arms around her. Letting her eyes drift closed, Alana rested her head on his shoulder, wondering if she had the courage to tell him what was in her heart. I want the fairy tale, the happily ever after. She choked back a sob, and Grayson held her tighter. I want a man to tell me he loves me and really mean it. I want him to look me in the eye, to connect with me when we make love. I want to know I can trust him and that he trusts me.

Grayson tugged on her hair gently until she was looking him in the eye. I want to give you everything you want and more.

Alana shivered at the intensity in his voice and the compelling gaze that wouldnt let her look away. Hes serious.

I dont want meaningless sex. I dont want to wonder if youre out with someone else when Im away because weve never defined our relationship. He made finger quotes in the air. I want to define it now. We want the same things. Family and friends are important to us. So is business. We both love to travel. We think fitness is fun. Face it, were compatible. We click. You get me, and I get you.

She loved that he seemed able to put into words exactly what she was thinking.

I dont want a casual lover who couldnt care less about me when Im not around. Ive been there, done that. Im ready for more. He kissed her cheek, brushing his stubble against her jaw. I want lazy Sundays in a bed with a woman who makes me laugh. I want to enjoy a great dinner at home on a Saturday night, because theres no one else Id rather be with.

Alana felt tears streaking her face, but she made no move to brush them away. She wanted him to know how deeply his words affected her.

I want you, Alana. Just you.

I want you too.






Chapter Sixteen



Grayson could barely breathe as Alana inched down on his shaft. Hed offered to get a condom, but she told him she was on the pill. Trust. Shed used that word again when shed suggested they make love without the condom, and his conscience told him it was time to tell her the whole truth about the background checks and real estate transaction. When she kissed him, he couldnt find the words.

He kept his eyes open as she stretched to accommodate him. The water swirling around them provided a cloak in the darkness, but the only thing he could think about was the perfection hed found. Love. That word came to mind as she gripped the edge of the tub, teasing and torturing him with every thrust, until he feared his head would explode.

Their eyes locked, and he knew shed answered his souls call. He never thought hed find the kind of love Zach or Matt had. He wasnt even sure hed believed it was possible until he realized he didnt want to lose her. Ever.

You feel amazing, she whispered, closing her eyes as she tilted back her head.

He linked hands with her, holding her tight. Open your eyes and tell me you feel it too.

She opened her eyes slowly, looking too sexy for words. What?

You said you want your man to look you in the eye, to really connect with you when you make love to him. Do you feel that connection? Did it make your heart stop? Cause it sure as hell did mine. Grayson wasnt the kind of man to talk during sexunless words intended to turn his lover on countedbut she was different. It may be too soon to tell her he loved her, but he wanted her to know that this was as close to perfection as they could ever hope to find.

I do.

I do. I do. I do. The words raced through his head as she rode him with the intensity of a woman with a point to prove. He knew he wanted to hear those words leave her lips againin front of their friends and family.

Jesus, Gray… She bit her lip, obviously trying to suppress her cry as she clenched around him.

He felt the tremor move through her as she collapsed against him. He held her close, letting her gently surrender, and wished that moment would never end. Closing his eyes, he inhaled deeply, lingering over the fruity scent of her damp air. Youre incredible.

She raised her head and kissed him briefly before bracing her hands on his shoulders. You can reserve your judgment, cause Im not even close to being done with you.

Thats good, he said, failing to crack a smile. He was serious, and he wanted her to know he wasnt playing. Because I dont think Ill ever be finished with you.

She sucked in a sharp breath when he grabbed her hips. Is that a threat or a promise?

Maybe a bit of both. He wouldnt pretend he was evolved just to please her. When he was as crazy about a woman as he was about her, he could imagine becoming jealous and possessive. He moved slowly before picking up the pace. Were probably gonna get into it from time to time. I have no doubt Ill make you crazy every time another guy looks at you a little too long.

Is that so? She raised an eyebrow as she gripped the edge of the hot tub as if she intended to hang on for the ride of her life. Maybe we need to get clear whos in control here, boss man.

Grayson might have laughed if she werent driving him out of his mind. Every second required more self-control than he thought he possessed, but he wouldnt go down without a fight. She deserved the best of him, and thats what he intended to give her. Always. Im already clear on that. He had his pride, probably more than most, and he wasnt ready to admit shed brought him down.

Thats what I thought. And just like that, she finished him off as if it was her job.

He cursed softly as he pulsated inside of her. He would never ever go back to wearing a condom, which meant Alana would be his only lover. His last lover. That thought should have had him sprinting for safety. Instead he pulled her close, kissing her before she could move.

Amazing, she murmured, skimming her lips over his jaw.

Funny, I was just thinking the same thing.

She linked her arms behind his neck and smiled. I like where this is going, and I like the way you make me feel.

He gave her a lopsided grin. Does that mean you intend to stick around a while? Or maybe forever?

Maybe, she said, looking smug. She undoubtedly knew she had him right where she wanted him, blinded by lust and hungry for more, but she had no idea that only scratched the surface of his feelings for her. If youre good to me.

You have no idea. He wished he could find the words to convey the thoughts dashing through his head and making his heart race. I intend to treat you like a goddess.

She tensed up, looking away before easing off of him and reaching for one of the towels shed set on the edge of the hot tub.

He grabbed her wrist. Hey, whats wrong? Where are you going?

She glanced at him over her shoulder. I dont want to be your goddess or your princess. I dont want you to put me on a pedestal or pretend you couldnt live without me. I just want to be your equal.

Grayson was shocked by her anger. Hed clearly hit a nerve. He reached for her, trying to coax her down without making her slip. You need to understand something. I grew up watching two people who were crazy in love. He chuckled. Me and my sisters used to freak out every time we walked into a room and saw our parents making out like they couldnt get enough of each other.

Alana offered him a half-smile. I think thats sweet. My parents were never very demonstrative. My brothers and I used to joke theyd only had sex to reproduce.

You may think its sweet, but my niece and nephews might disagree with you. He rolled his eyes. They still act that way, and the truth is, I wanna be just like them after forty years of marriage. I want to marry a girl who makes me feel young even when Im old.

Alana reached for his hand beneath the water. Im sorry I snapped at you. Its just that… She sighed. I dont want my bad experiences to define every relationship I have, but I cant help it. I heard you say those things, and it took me back to the first time… Ronan told me I was his princess and he intended to give me everything I wanted. He was my husband. The only thing I ever wanted was his love and fidelity. Why couldnt he see that was enough?

Grayson felt as if shed torn out his heart and squeezed it. Grayson knew she wasnt trying to hurt him, but seeing the depth of her love for another maneven if it was ancient historytore him up inside. And why cant you see that Im not him?

I know youre not. She sighed. Im sorry. Im so sorry for comparing you to him. You would never do the things he did to me. Youd never lie to me or cheat on me or make promises you had no intention of keeping. She rested her head on his shoulder when he settled his arm around her. Youre a good man, and Im so grateful you came into my life, Grayson.

Youd never lie to me. He felt like the worlds biggest fraud. He had to tell her everything, but how could he find the words that wouldnt make her walk away? Shed left her husband for lying to her, and he had no doubt she would do the same to him if he told her the truth. Maybe when their relationship was on more solid ground. But not now, not today…



***



Alana walked into Graysons office the following afternoon and was surprised to find Jaxon there instead of Grayson. Im sorry, I didnt mean to

No worries, Alana. I just finished checking my voicemail. Jaxon said, waving her inside. Gray and I just finished a meeting. He should be back in a few if you want to wait around.

Actually, Bob and I were working on expense reports, and he asked me to come down for the hard copies of Graysons monthly receipts. I dont suppose youd know where he keeps them, would you?

They should be here somewhere. Jaxon pointed at the stacks of paper on his partners desk. If you feel like wading through this pile of garbage to find them. It amazes me that, in this digital age, Gray still manages to accumulate all this paper. The funny thing is hes always the first one to run out and buy the latest techie gadget.

Alana smiled. She didnt know Grayson was a techie, but she couldnt wait to peel back all his layers and get to know the man behind the expensive suits and racy car. She wanted the little thingslike learning his favorite color, food, and childhood memorythe most because when he chose to confide in her, shed have earned a special place in his life. She wouldnt be like all the others passing through, keeping him company until he decided to move on.

Was it something I said? Jaxon asked.

She hadnt realized she was frowning. Im sorry, I just… Could she confide in Jaxon? She barely knew him, yet he was one of the people who knew Grayson best. Perhaps he could give her some insight into how Grayson felt about her. Last night had been magical, yet hed suggested driving her home after theyd made love. If he felt the way she did, he would have wanted to prolong their time together. Youve known Grayson a long time, right?

Sure. Why?

Um, I know that hes had a lot of girlfriends. Alana closed the door before perching on the desk in front of Jaxon. Right?

Jaxon sneered. If you can call them that.

Then hes never been serious about any of them?

Not really. Why are you asking me this, Alana?

I guess Im just confused about where we stand. I like him a lot, and Im trying to figure out how he feels about me. She blushed. I know I should be asking him, not you, but its not easy to put yourself out there like that, you know?

Jaxon chuckled. If that stupid grin on his face this morning was any indication, Id say hes pretty damn happy.

Really? Alana asked, brightening.

Yeah, it was pretty sickening actually. He smiled. I couldnt have kept his attention if Id told him wed just gotten a bomb threat. His mind clearly wasnt on business this morning. Jaxons eyes scanned her bare legs. Any idea what might have been distracting him?

Jaxon was a shameless flirt, but Alana knew he was also a decent guy who only wanted what was best for his friend. We, uh… made love last night, and I dont know where things stand now. She couldnt even believe shed told him that.

Wow, Gray doesnt waste any time, does he? He looked remorseful when Alana blushed. I didnt mean that the way it sounded. He knew some of the other guys wanted to ask you out, but I guess thats out of the question now, huh?

Alana was flattered, but she wasnt interested in anyone else. Grayson had her heart. The question was what he intended to do with it. I think we could have something special. I just dont know if hes ready for a commitment. After last night, I think maybe I am.

Did you tell him that?

No. You think I should?

Uh, yeah. Grays not gonna push. He knows you just got a divorce. Hell assume you dont wanna get tied down again so soon.

Did he tell the other partners about my divorce? Alana wasnt embarrassed about it, but she wondered what else he might have said to his friends about her.

He may have mentioned it to them. It doesnt bother him that youre divorced, if thats what youre thinking.

Alana frowned. Why would I think that?

Well, if I was really into a girl, it might bother me that shed taken that long walk down the aisle with someone else.

That made Alana feel even worse about comparing Grayson to her miserable ex. Why would that bother you? Obviously it didnt work out for a reason.

Yeah, but sometimes people harbor feelings for their exes. Sometimes they have a hard time getting over it, right?

I guess, but thats not the case with me. Believe me, Im totally over Ronan.

Im not the one you have to convince.

I will convince Grayson. First chance I get.

I have to get to another meeting, Jaxon said, standing. Good luck with my buddy. I really think youd be good for him.

Thanks. She looked at the stack of papers before glancing at Graysons desk clock. Shed already been gone awhile, and she knew Bob had a lunch date planned with his wife. Do you think Grayson would mind if I looked for those receipts?

He grinned. If youre brave enough, have at it. I think I saw them in a big marked envelope. They shouldnt be too hard to find.

Thanks. If I find them, Ill leave a note to let him know I took them. Enjoy the rest of your day.

Yeah, you too.






Chapter Seventeen



Alana stared at the pictures in shock and disbelief. Grayson had not only hired a private detective to follow her, but her ex-husband as well. The evidence was there in the midst of contracts and press pieces. The folder held the ammunition to turn her world upside down because it confirmed her worst fear. Her internal guidance system must have been completely out of whack, because it had allowed her to fall in love with a master of deception yet again.

She thought of the way hed held her the night before, as though he cared enough to protect her. But the only person he was interested in protecting was himself. Her heart broke as she looked at one glossy picture after another. His investigator had followed her while shed said good-bye to the people who mattered most to her. Hed captured private, intimate moments and handed the evidence of them over to Grayson as if she were a suspect and the detective was bringing her to justice. Fury rose in her as she tore the pictures into tiny pieces and left them on his desk for him to find. When he saw them, he would have no doubt the secret was out. She couldnt think of a better way to deliver that bit of news.

Picking up his phone with a trembling hand, she dialed Bobs extension. Hi, Bob, I found Graysons expense receipts, but it took a little longer than I expected. I dont want to make you late for that lunch date with your wife. Id like to head home and grab a bite to eat while youre gone. Do you think we could meet at the office later? Food was the last thing on her mind, but she had to get out of that building. She needed to gain some perspective and figure out what she would do next.

No problem, Alana. I should be back by two thirty. Does that work for you?

Sounds perfect. See you then.

Alana went to retrieve her purse from her desk, barely acknowledging the people who smiled or waved at her. She felt that familiar pang of sadness when she acknowledged that she really liked working there. She liked the people, the job, the future it represented, but she couldnt work for a man she didnt trust. No matter what Grayson said, she could never trust him again.

She thought of taking a cab to her apartment with the last dollars in her purse, but she decided against it when she felt the warm breeze as she pushed through the heavy glass doors. She hadnt bothered to change her shoes and her heels were bound to give her blisters, but she didnt care. Trying to hold it together as she passed strangers proved more difficult than shed thought, especially when a handsome man smiled at her at the crosswalk. She looked away quickly, letting him know she wasnt interested in chit-chat.

While Ronan had tried to break her, hed never really succeeded. Hed worn her down, made her doubt herself, but Graysons betrayal was her breaking point. She was tired of trying to figure out who she could and couldnt trust. It wasnt worth the effort.



***



Grayson stared at the torn photos in shock. On his cell, he punched in Jaxons number. Was Alana here? Was she in my office?

Yeah, she came looking for your expense receipts. I told her to have a look on your desk. Why? Is there a problem?

Shit, Grayson whispered. He pressed the heel of his hand into his forehead, suppressing a moan. It wasnt supposed to have gone down like that. He was supposed to tell her, when theyd built enough trust to ensure she wouldnt leave him. What did she say to you?

She told me what happened last night. Jaxon chuckled. Nicely done, my friend. Shes quite a score.

Shes not a score, asshole.

Then you do care about her?

Of course I do. What kind of question is that? Grayson had no right to take his anger out on Jaxon, but it felt good to unleash on someone. He knew he should be turning his rage inward. Hed created that mess and had only himself to blame if Alana never wanted to speak to him again.

A legitimate one, I think. Come on, Gray. Youve never been big on commitment.

Oh, and you have?

No. Im just sayin you cant blame me for being a bit surprised.

I dont have time to talk about this now. Do you have any idea where Alana was headed?

Sorry, cant say that I do. Jaxon hesitated. Listen, that girls crazy about you. If you dont feel the same way, dont lead her on.

Grayson felt sick to his stomach, but he couldnt hang up. If Jaxon had some insight into what Alana was thinking or feeling, he needed to hear it. Whatre you talking about?

I think she might be in love with you. I mean, she didnt say that in so many words, but I read between the lines when she talked about what happened between yall last night.

Last night. Grayson had tossed and turned thinking about how incredible making love to her had been. He cursed himself for not convincing her to spend the night. Hed thought she needed her space to process what had happened, and he was trying to be respectful of that, but as soon as her door had closed behind her, he knew he didnt want to let her go. Ever.

Gray, you still there?

Yeah, Im here. He leaned back in his chair, closing his eyes as he released a shaky sigh. I really screwed this up.

Whatd you do?

I told you about the stuff I was keeping from her. I was going to tell her, when the time was right, but it seems she found out on her own.

He stared at an oil painting on the wall across from him. A gorgeous woman with long blond hair sat on a white sandy beach staring out at the ocean with a serene expression. That woman could have been Alana, and he could have spent the rest of his days making her happy. She may never forgive him, but that wouldnt stop him from begging for forgiveness or trying to make her understand why hed done the things he did.

Youre not the kind of guy who betrays people, man. Hell, I cant think of anyone I trust more. I still dont get why youd lie to her.

I didnt lie to her exactly. Coloring the harsh reality a softer shade of gray didnt make him feel any better. I just didnt tell her everything.

Howd she find out?

She found the evidence on my desk. His stomach pitched when he thought of her reaction to seeing the pictures and report from his private investigator. How could he make her understand he hadnt been trying to hurt her?

Sounds like youve got some explaining to do, my friend.

Yeah, Ive got to find her first.

Good luck. Let me know how it goes.

Thanks, I will. If he returned to work looking as though hed lost his best friend, his friends would be able to tell hed made the biggest mistake of his life and redemption was not in the cards.



***



Alana suppressed a scream when she walked into her apartment and found Ronan relaxing on the single chair shed bought. What the hell are you doing here? How did you get in?

Your boyfriend really needs to tighten the security in this dump, babe.

What are you talking about? Ronan was the last person shed expected to see. His presence just punctuated the fact she could never leave her past behind. Forget it, I dont care. Opening the door wider, she said, I want you gone. Now.

Did you know Grayson bought this building? The ink on the papers wasnt even dry when you hopped into his bed… or should I say his hot tub? His handsome face contorted into a mask of rage. Three months. Three goddamn months before you let me touch you. You know this son-of-a-bitch three weeks and youre letting him fu

Shut your mouth. Im warning you. I will call the police if you dont leave. Here, youll be treated just like anyone else accused of breaking and entering. His claim sank in. Grayson bought this building? That was the reason his realtor had stopped by. His lies and deception ran even deeper than shed realized. How did you know about what happened between us last night? She closed the door when she heard someone walking down the hall toward her apartment. Were you having me followed?

He stood, reminding her just how imposing he could be. Oh, its okay for him to hire a private investigator, but its not okay for me?

What do you mean? She decided to feign innocence so he wouldnt assume she was in on it. Ronan assumed everyone was out to get him because they were jealous of his success.

He sneered. He must have thought I was pretty stupid. That clown he hired was so obvious I couldve spotted him from a mile away. When I figured out I was being followed, I wanted to know why. The trail led me to him, and it wasnt long before I realized his interest in me was connected to his interest in you. Does he see me as the competition, Alana? Is that why hes having me followed?

I dont know why hes having you followed. More importantly, I dont know why you think you have the right to have me followed. Were divorced, remember? Alanas legs were trembling, but she refused to let him know she was afraid to be in the same room with him. Ronan was pretending to be calm, which scared her even more.

I thought I was pretty clear when you left town. Were not over. Well never be over. You may have thought you had a future with this guy, but he lied to you. He deceived you. He cheated on you. He had you followed.

Sounds exactly like you, doesnt he? She wouldnt give him the satisfaction of asking how he knew Grayson had cheated on her. It didnt matter. People who live in glass houses shouldnt cast stones.

You loved me enough to marry me. He stepped forward, forcing her back against the wall. I cant believe the mistakes I made erased that from your memory.

Believe it. The only thing I feel for you now is contempt and disgust. She knew she was taking a risk telling him the truth, but she refused to cower. She needed to take her life back, especially if she wanted to return to her hometown. I want you out of my life. It was a mistake to think I had to leave Sacramento for that to happen. Its my home. Its where I belong.

Im glad you finally realize that, he said, looking satisfied as he slipped his hands into his pockets. My jets all ready to go. Just say the word.

She shook in disbelief. You still dont get it, do you? I dont want anything to do with you. But I was a fool to let your obsession run me out of town. If this experience has taught me anything, its that Im stronger than I thought I was. Lifting her chin, she forced herself to stare him down. I dont need you, and I dont need Grayson. Im perfectly capable of not only surviving, but thriving on my own. Before Ronan could respond, a pounding on the door jarred her.

Alana, its me. Open up. We need to talk.

Alana wasnt surprised Grayson had come looking for her. Shed known he would, and it gave her the opportunity to tell him what she thought of him before she packed and headed home.

Ronan flattened his palm against the door. You dont have to see him if you dont want to.

Alana frowned as she reached for the door handle. Ill decide whos welcome in my home, not you.

Baby, Im so glad I caught you before Grayson narrowed his eyes at Ronan. What the hell are you doing here?

I came to see my wife.

Ex-wife, Grayson and Alana said at the same time.

Ronan leaned against the wall, adopting a casual stance. Youre wasting your time here, Barrett. She knows everything.

Grayson shot Alana a pleading look. If youll just let me explain

Im still trying to figure out why you bought this dump though, Ronan said, looking at the half-painted walls and soiled carpet. If it were me, I would have just put her up in a decent place until I could convince her to move in with me.

Alana was sickened by how alike those men were. Why had she ignored her instincts with Grayson? Because you were falling in love with him. Fury overcame her when she acknowledged that. Shed allowed herself to trust him, to imagine a future with him, and all the while hed been lying to her. I want you both out of here now. I have nothing to say to either one of you.

Grayson pointed at Ronan. You. Out! Now!

Ronan smirked, looking as though he had no intention of moving. Ill walk out with you. I dont need to wait around to talk to Alana. Well have plenty of time to talk when she gets home.

Youre leaving? Grayson asked, gripping Alanas shoulders. You cant leave. What about the promotion? Hell, what about us?

She shook him off. You must be joking. You cant honestly believe Id continue working for you now that I know what the kind of man you are.

Grayson ran a hand over his hair. I made a lot of stupid mistakes, but I did them for the right reasons. Youve got to believe me.

I have a lot of experience with men who manipulate women. She inclined her head toward Ronan. Thanks to this one. I should have trusted my instincts about you. You have to control everything and everyone, or youre not happy.

Thats not why I did it. I swear to you.

You expect her to believe that? Ronan asked, chuckling.

I told you to get out before I throw you out, Grayson said. Im giving you ten seconds before I call a police escort.

Ronan lifted one shoulder. No problem. Alana, Ill check in with you tomorrow. I trust youll be staying with your parents?

She positioned her body between them, glaring at Ronan. Let me remind you my daddy collects guns and doesnt take too kindly to trespassers. If you come within a hundred feet of his property, hell make you wish you hadnt. My brothers will be all over you like a pack of rabid dogs if I say the word. You come near me again, and Ill set them loose on you so fast itll make your head spin. Are we clear?

Ronan took a deep breath, obviously considering his options. You have changed. I wish I could say it was for the better.

Grayson brushed his front against Alanas back as he moved forward. I know where you live, Ronan, and if I find out youre still hassling her, Ill hunt you down and beat you til you beg for mercy. You think Im kidding, try me.

Alana felt her ex-husband had finally met someone who intimidated him. Ronan was a big man, but Grayson was bigger. While Ronan talked a good game, she had no doubt Grayson would make good on his threat.

Alana, Ronan said, inclining his head. Im glad youve come to your senses about coming home.

Get out, Grayson said between clenched teeth.

Alana held her breath as she watched Ronan leave. She took a moment to collect herself before facing Grayson.

Im so sorry, he whispered, hanging his head.

She steeled herself, trying to ignore his anguish laced with a ring of truth. Youre just sorry you got caught.

Grayson closed his eyes before pinning her with his gaze. Ill admit I didnt trust you when we first met. Thats why I had my guy check you out, before I realized how wrong I was about you.

It was a small consolation to hear him admit hed rushed to judgment about her. Being right didnt take away the pain. Why did you have Ronan checked out? Did you think we were still involved? She didnt know why she was torturing herself by asking for details. They wouldnt change anything.

No, it was nothing like that. I was worried about you. I wanted to know if this guy was dangerous, if he was a threat to you.

She almost believed him. Even if you are telling the truth, that doesnt excuse what you did. You dug around in my private life, took pictures of me with my friends and family. Who does that? Aside from my ex-husband, I mean. She knew shed hit her mark when she saw him wince, but she had to make him hurt as much as hed hurt her. Youre exactly like him. Thats why you cant stand him, because its like looking in a mirror and seeing everything you hate about yourself.

I dont hate myself for taking care of the people I love, Alana. If that makes me a bad guy, Ill own that. Ill apologize for not telling you I bought this building. Ill apologize for having my investigator dig into your past. But I sure as hell wont apologize for trying to keep you safe. I love you. That makes keeping you safe my job.

Those three little words shot through her heart like a bullet. He loved her. And she loved him, but not enough to erase the anger. Not enough to forgive and forget. Not enough to trust him again. Love means respecting someone enough to be honest with them.

If you give me another chance, I swear Ill never keep anything from you again. He reached for her hand. Please. Dont leave me.

Alanas heart was breaking, but she couldnt let him know that. He would see it as a sign of weakness and chip away at it until he wore her down. Honestys a deal breaker for me. Im an understanding person, but Im not a fool. I wont give my heart to a man whos already proved he doesnt deserve it. She wanted to cry. Scream. Rally at the injustice of falling in love with a man who would do that to her, but she would save her tears for when she was alone. Now was the time to be brave.

What can I say to change your mind? he asked, his handsome face pinched in frustration. Anything. Ill do anything.

You can prove to me that you really care about me.

How? Just tell me what you need from me.

I need you to leave me alone. Just go. Leave me alone.

I can do anything but that, he said, his broad shoulders slumping. Please. Dont ask me to do that.

Her lip quivered, and she knew she was at risk of losing it. Seeing him broken was breaking her, but she couldnt allow herself to fall victim to another mans empty promise to change. Thats the only thing I want you to do.

I love you. His voice was choked with emotion. He raised his hand to touch her face and let it fall again. I dont know how to stop.

You dont have a choice. She stepped back, reaching for the door handle. For the record, you dont have anything to worry about. I may not have signed that contract, but I have no intention of suing High Rollers. Im sure youre relieved to hear that.

I know you wouldnt do anything like that. In spite of how it might look, I do trust you.

Theres one more thing you can do for me.

Whats that?

Take the afternoon off.

Why?

Id like to go clean out my desk. I have to explain to Bob and H.R. why I wont be coming back to work.

He swallowed, once, twice, three times as his eyes glazed over. You really think I could go back to work right now?

Alana looked at the floor, holding back the tears. Good-bye, Grayson.






Chapter Eighteen



Grayson sat in his rental car, staring at the beautiful old farmhouse with the wraparound porch. Birdfeeders were scattered about the property, and old wooden rocking chairs were positioned to appreciate the view. He imagined Alana growing up in that house, sitting on those rockers with one of her parents and pouring out her heart about the latest man to disappoint her.

It had been three agonizing months since shed left, and every day had been worse than the last. His partners couldnt reason with him, his friends couldnt stand him, and his family could barely tolerate him. He wasnt the same person. The guy they knew had disappeared the day Alana had walked out. He couldnt believe it had taken him a lifetime to find love and only days to lose it. It didnt seem fair, but he knew he didnt have the right to complain about injustice.

Getting out of the car, he thought about Alanas comment about her fathers gun collection. Grayson couldnt help but wonder whether her daddy had one with his name on it. But fear didnt stop him from approaching the front door. Nothing Alanas father could say or do would be worse than the misery hed lived for the past few months.

Before he could walk up the steps, a big burly man wearing a plaid shirt and faded blue jeans stepped onto the porch. He had thick, wavy white hair, but his eyes alerted Grayson that he was Alanas father.

Who are you?

Grayson took a deep breath before stepping forward and extending his hand. Hello, sir. My names Grayson Barrett. Im a friend of Alanas.

He glared at Graysons hand. I know who you are, and youre no friend of hers.

Grayson knew he shouldnt be surprised. The man was doing what any father would, trying to protect his daughter from the man whod hurt her. I guess she told you about what happened in Arlington.

She tells me everything, he said, slamming the door behind him. Consider yourself lucky youre still standin, boy.

Grayson wasnt used to being disrespected, but he knew hed earned it. I know you dont like me, and I cant say I blame you.

The man narrowed his eyes. If you know that, then whyre you here? To cause more trouble?

No, sir, Im here to set things straight, to try to correct the mistakes I made with your daughter.

He grunted. Youre a little too late for that. Shes moved on.

Grayson could almost feel his world turn. Hed planned what he would say, imagined how Alana would react, but another man had never even entered his mind. How could she have moved on when he couldnt stop thinking about her?

You look surprised. The man leaned against the railing, bracing his arms on either side of his body. My Alanas a beautiful girl. Smart as hell. Men have been lining up to date her for as long as I can remember.

Grayson steadied himself against the white pillar that supported the old house, hoping it could support him too. Im not surprised men are interested in her. Im just a little shocked that she

Didnt waste any more time crying over you? His face tightened. She did enough of that to worry me and her mama half to death. Hell, she wasnt that upset when she left her husband. What I want to know is how you managed to get under her skin so quick. Seems she wasnt in Arlington long enough for you two to develop that kind of connection.

Grayson had never believed in love at first sight. Hed laughed at people who claimed they were in love after a date or two, but he finally understood it could happen. He didnt expect Alanas father to understand; he was just glad Kent Shelton hadnt thrown him off his property. She was. I mean, we did.

Maybe youd better sit down, he said, pointing at one of the rockers. You dont look so good.

Grayson hadnt expected kindness from a man who clearly hated him, but he took him up on his offer. The last thing he wanted was for his legs to give out and force Kent to peel him off the porch. Thanks.

Kent sat on the wooden bench next to Grayson. Seems youve gotten yourself into a hell of a mess.

Excuse me?

Youre in love with her. It was a statement, not a question.

Yes, sir, I am.

Call me Kent, he muttered. He narrowed his eyes at Grayson. Of course, you probably already knew my name, didnt you? My name, address, Social Security number, make and model of my car. Thats the way you operate, isnt it? Invading peoples privacy.

Graysons spine stiffened. I got your address from Alanas resume. I assumed shed be staying with you until she got on her feet.

She was here, but she moved out last month. She got a job keeping the books for some boutique downtown.

Oh. Grayson knew Kent wouldnt divulge her new address, and shed changed her cell phone number shortly after she moved back home. He knew, because hed tried calling in a moment of weakness. Well, Im glad to hear shes doing well.

Are you? Kent asked, crossing his arms.

Grayson had a sense of how the mans suspects must have felt locked in an interrogation room with him. Im in love with her. Of course I want her to be happy.

Love and trust go hand in hand, boy. From what I heard, you didnt love her enough to be honest with her. Nor did you trust her enough to be honest with you.

I made a mistake.

You made more than one mistake.

I know that. Grayson rested his elbows on his knees and hung his head. But that doesnt change how I feel about her.

We all make mistakes, Kent said, his gruff voice softening. Im sure as hell not perfect. I happen to think a man isnt defined by his mistakes. Hes defined by what he does afterward.

Grayson looked up, trying to read his expression, but Kent remained impassive.

If I loved a woman, I sure as hell wouldnt wait months to ask her forgiveness.

I was trying to give her space. Grayson sighed. She said thats what she wanted.

I think you were trying to get over her.

Maybe I was. What else was I gonna do? She told me if I cared about her, Id leave her alone. I was just trying to honor her wishes.

You honor the woman you love by being there for her through the good times and bad. You honor her by refusing to give up on her.

Im surprised to hear you say that, Grayson said. Isnt that what your son-in-law tried to do?

My ex-son-in-law is a worthless piece of shit. He wasnt fit to shine my baby girls boots. Kent grinned, a flash of white teeth slashing across his weathered face. Glad she finally came to her senses on that score.

Yeah, me too. Even if he could never have her, Grayson couldnt imagine Alana settling for a man like Ronan. Is he leaving her alone?

Kent chuckled. Soon as Alana gave them the word, my boys paid the man a little visit. They made sure he understood that if he bothered their little sister again, he wouldnt be walking away from their next meeting.

Grayson smiled in spite of his sadness. Your sons sound like my kind of guys.

Kent tipped his head and studied Grayson. They might be after all. He remained quiet for a moment. I was prepared to hate you, but I have to admit I dont.

You dont? That was the last thing Grayson expected him to say.

No, I dont. Kent drummed his fingers against the wooden armrest. You think I dont know what kind of man you are?

Grayson held his breath.

I was a cop most of my life. You really think Id let my little girl move to another state and take a job without finding out more about it? I know all about you and your partners. Kent watched the storm clouds rolling in. It wasnt long before Alana started talking about you when she called her mama. I did a little digging, and learning about the kind of man you are put my mind at ease. So you can imagine my surprise when she came home broken-hearted.

I know you think Im a bad guy, Kent, and I dont blame you. But I had my reasons for what I did. Theres no question I was wrong, but… Grayson let his explanation die. It didnt make any difference if Alana had moved on with someone else.

So tell me why you did it.

I had her checked out when she got to town, because I got the feeling she was hiding something. I couldnt be too careful. I mean, we were going to hire her as an accountant, someone who would have access to our financial records. Thats not something I can afford to take lightly.

I can understand that, he said, nodding. But that doesnt explain why you had Ronan followed.

Alana told me about him. I didnt like what I heard.

Theres more to the story than that.

Grayson knew Kent was too shrewd to accept half-truths. She called me the day she was due to arrive in Arlington. She was upset because Ronan was hassling her. I was already starting to develop feelings for her, and I was concerned about her safety.

So you werent checking out the competition?

What do you mean?

Alana thought you suspected she and Ronan still had something going. She thought you didnt trust her, so you wanted to know for sure.

It was nothing like that, Grayson said, frustrated that he had to have that conversation with Kent instead of his daughter. I was thinking of her and her safety. I knew she was done with her ex.

Seeming satisfied with his response, Kent chuckled. I couldnt believe it when she told us you bought her apartment building behind her back. What the hell were you thinking?

I was thinking that your daughter deserved a decent place to live. Annoyance washed over him all over again. He was having the dump renovated, not that it mattered to him anymore after Alana moved out. I offered to rent her a little house I own, but she was too damn stubborn to even look at it. She was determined to do it all on her own, with no help from me or anyone else.

Grayson, she grew up with bossy, opinionated men who thought they knew it all. Me and her brothers love her and want to protect her, but sometimes I fear we may have gone a little overboard. He cleared his throat, looking angry all over again. Then she married that man. He didnt just want to protect herhe wanted to own her.

So Ive heard.

And that contract you asked her to sign… What the hell were you thinking?

I wasnt. The morning after theyd made love, he told Cal and his partners that he was willing to accept the fallout if Alana ever sued for damages. He trusted her. Too bad she would never know the lengths hed gone to to make their relationship work.

Its a little like asking a girl to sign a pre-nup right before the wedding, isnt it? Kent asked. Not the brightest decision.

No, it wasnt. But she didnt object to signing the papers, because she said she didnt want anything from me. I knew that was true, so for me, there was no risk. Thats why I instructed my lawyer to forget the whole thing.

Is that right? Kent stroked his jaw. Interesting. Does Alana know that?

I never had the chance to tell her. She left town. Not that I think it would have mattered. By the time she found out about the building and the investigators reports, the damage was already done. There was no going back.

Then why are you here now?

Hoping to move forward with her. I guess thats not gonna happen now. He stood, wiping his palms on his jeans. Thank you for taking the time to talk to me, Kent. If nothing else, its helped give me closure.

Closure? His bushy white eyebrows came together. Youre telling me youre giving up? Huh, I wouldnt have pegged you for a quitter.

You said shes moved on, that shes happy.

That doesnt mean she couldnt be happier with you. He held up a hand. Dont get me wrong. This fella shes seeing is nice enough. A cop, in fact.

Really? Grayson didnt care if the guy dressed up as a clown and performed at birthday parties. The only thing that mattered was how Alana felt about him.

Yeah, but…

Graysons heart kicked into overdrive. His instincts told him Kent was about to say something that could change everything. But?

Id say shes in like, not love.

So you think I still have a chance with her?

Thats for her to decide.

Then youll tell me where to find her?

Kent stood up, looking Grayson in the eye. Since you came all this way, I guess thats the least I can do.



***



Alana listened to her friend ramble about the new man in her life and tried to muster some enthusiasm. He sounds great, Kari. Im glad youre putting yourself out there again.

Yeah, but what about you? You havent said anything about Jack. Youre still seeing him, arent you?

Actually… She hadnt planned to tell her friend about Jacks transfer, but since Kari had brought it up, she wouldnt lie. Hes leaving town. He got an offer at a force in San Diego. He made detective. Isnt that great?

For him, maybe. But how about for you?

Im fine with it. He was a nice guy, but you know it wasnt serious.

Because of Grayson? Kari sighed. Honey, if youre not going to call him, you have to forget about him. Its not healthy to obsess over a man this way.

Im not obsessing over him. She sounded too defensive to be convincing. I couldnt care less about him.

Did I tell you I saw him last week?

What? Where? Why are you just now telling me this? Alana bit her lip when she realized how irrational she sounded.

I went to High Rollers with Ben for a drink. He was there with one of his partners.

Did you talk to him?

Yeah. Kari laughed. He made a beeline straight for me. I was actually kind of surprised he recognized me. We only met once.

What did he say? Alana knew torturing herself wouldnt help her get over him, but her heart and mind were out of sync. Her heart needed to know whether hed said anything about her.

He asked how you were.

Alanas throat tightened as she felt the familiar burn of tears welling. What did you tell him?

That you were good. I didnt tell him about the new job or apartment, and I certainly didnt tell him about Jack. I didnt think youd want me to.

No! If he knew about Jack, all hope would be lost. She still hoped it was him every time her phone rang, even though shed changed her number. She knew that a man as resourceful as Grayson would find a way if he really wanted to reach her. You were right not to tell him. He doesnt need to know.

You still miss him, huh?

Purposely avoiding the question, Alana asked, Can I ask you something?

Of course.

Do you think I should have given Gray another chance? Did I rush to judgment because of my experience with Ronan?

Maybe.

That doesnt help. Since when are you shy about voicing your opinion?

Since you started crying at the drop of a hat.

Alana knew she had been an emotional wreck since shed gotten home. Shed started dating again just to put her familys minds at ease, but it hadnt helped her forget Grayson. Im not that bad.

Yeah, you are. Kari sighed. Not that I dont understand. I do. But you need to figure out what youre going to do, Alana. You cant go on like this forever.

Do you really think I should call him? What if hes moved on? He may have a girlfriend for all I know.

I doubt it. Those guys are pretty high profile. If he was seeing someone, I probably would have seen it in the paper or at least heard about it.

Alana glanced at her door when someone tapped on it. Oh, that must be the pizza I ordered.

What the hell happened to your clean eating regime? Every time I talk to you, its take-out or cold cereal. Thats not like you.

Kari would worry if she admitted she didnt have the energy to prepare a meal, so Alana said, Ive just been busy at work. Dont worry, its a thin whole wheat loaded with veggies. Ill talk to you later, okay?

Okay, love you, girl.

Love you too. If not for Karis unwavering support, Alana wasnt sure she would have survived the past few months.






Chapter Nineteen



Graysons carefully prepared speech disappeared as soon as she opened the door. Hey. One word, one syllable. That was all he could manage while his heart felt as if it might beat out of his chest.

Grayson. Alana covered her mouth as her eyes welled up with tears.

He prayed those were happy tears. Guess youre surprised to see me? He looked over her shoulder, hoping she was alone. Not that her boyfriend would have prevented him from saying his piece.

You could say that. She stepped back, inviting him in. How did you know where to find me? A half-smile tilted her full mouth. Wait a minute, do I want to know?

He chuckled, grateful she didnt seem as angry or resentful. I went to your parents place. Your dad told me where to find you.

Really? She closed the door and leaned against it. That surprises me.

Believe me, he made me work for it. Grayson took in her little apartment. It was nice. The walls were freshly painted, the carpet was clean, and the compact furniture looked new. It wasnt large, but it was well taken care of. Most importantly, the building seemed safe. Nice place you got here.

Thanks, I like it. She gestured to the small kitchen. Im just waiting on a pizza. Would you like a drink in the meantime?

He hoped that meant she was inviting him to stay for dinner. Id love a beer, if you have one.

I think my brothers left some when they helped me move in.

He followed her into the kitchen, barely suppressing a groan when she bent over to check the bottom shelf of the refrigerator. She was wearing black shorts and a fitted black tank top. The way her shorts rode up reminded him of the night theyd made love in his hot tub. Curling his nails into his fists, he reminded himself she was likely another mans lover. He had no right to touch her.

Here we go, she said, looking triumphant as she pulled two bottles out of the fridge. I think Ill join you. I could use a drink.

Been one of those days for you, too?

The sparkle faded from her eyes as she reached into a drawer for a bottle opener. Ive had a lot of those days lately.

Meeting her eyes, he said, Me too. He reached for the bottles and the opener. When their fingers brushed, he felt a bolt of arousal charge his body. The past few months have been hell for me. I had no idea I could miss someone so much.

Alana opened and closed her mouth. Why are you here?

Before he could answer, someone knocked on the door.

Damn it, she said, running a hand over her disheveled ponytail. That must be the pizza.

Ill get the door. You grab the beers. He shouldnt be issuing orders in her home, especially since he was already walking a fine line with her, but he needed to put some distance between them before he did something stupid… like drop to his knees and beg for forgiveness.

Let me get the money, she said, following him with her purse.

I got this. He reached into his jeans for a wad of bills. He peeled a twenty off the top as he pulled the door open.

Hi, the teenager said with a wide grin. His face fell when he saw Grayson. Oh, I, uh, thought…

Hi, Charlie. Alana waved at the kid over Graysons shoulder. How are you?

Im good. He frowned at Grayson before stepping aside so he could get a better view of Alana. How are you?

Fine, thanks.

How much? Grayson asked, intentionally stepping into the kids line of sight. It was irrational to be jealous of a pizza delivery boy, but anyone who looked at Alana that way made his blood boil. The kid wouldnt know what to do with a woman like Alana, but the teenage Romeo probably thought he might get a chance to figure it out.

Charlie looked at the receipt taped to the box as a blush crept up his neck. Oh, uh, $15.73.

Thanks. Grayson reached for the box while he shoved a twenty at him before closing the door.

Alana gripped the beer bottles until the skin stretched across her knuckles. That was rude. Hes a nice kid. In fact, his grandmother lives downstairs. Shes trying to teach me

Im not interested in Charlie-boy or his grandmother. Grayson winced when he realized cutting her off wasnt the best way to ingratiate himself to her. Im sorry. I didnt mean to be rude. I just… It bugs me to see other guys looking at you that way, okay? I know hes only a kid and you have no interest in him, but it still pisses me off.

Grayson had never admitted to being jealous before. Hell, he couldnt even remember when another woman had provoked those feelings in him. The fact that he was worried about a pizza delivery boy with acne and pizza sauce on his shirt was evidence that hed lost his mind over this girl.

Alanas lips twitched before she relaxed her stance. I cant believe youre jealous of Charlie. Thats just sad, Grayson.

He glanced at a framed photo on her end table. I guess hes the guy Im supposed to be jealous of?

Her gaze followed his to the picture. Jack gave me that. It was taken on our first date. I kind of felt obligated to put it somewhere.

Seeing evidence of her with another man killed him. Is he a good guy? Does he treat you well?

Hes a perfect gentleman.

Grayson raised an eyebrow at her choice of words. Are you trying to tell me he hasnt tried to get you into bed? He had no right to ask, but he had to know how serious their relationship was before he told her what was on his mind.

Thats none of your business. She deposited the beer bottles on the glass and iron coffee table. If youll excuse me, I forgot the napkins. He grabbed her wrist as she walked past him. Her chest was rising and falling fast, as though she was either nervous or excited.

You can continue torturing me, or you can tell me the truth. His eyes lingered on her mouth. As soon as he saw her pupils dilate, he knew hed won the battle.

I havent slept with him.

Or anyone? He was pushing his luck, but baring his soul would be so much easier if he knew he hadnt been the only one whod been celibate for three months.

Youre unbelievable, she said, withdrawing her wrist from his firm grasp. I havent seen or heard from you in months, and you just show up at my door demanding to know if Ive slept with anyone since you.

He set the pizza box on a small table before stepping closer. Have you? He was close enough to graze her cheek with his lips. Please. Just tell me.

She closed her eyes as she drew a deep breath. No, I havent. She stepped back. I have to get those napkins.

Patience is a virtue. It was enough to know she hadnt been intimate with anyone since shed left town. At the coffee table, he opened the pizza box and beers before she returned with the napkins.

How do you like your new job? he asked, hoping to venture into safer territory.

Its okay, I guess. She set napkins and plates on the table. Its just bookkeeping, nothing too challenging, but it pays the bills. I get a discount on clothes, so I guess I cant complain.

I heard you managed to get your crazy ex off your back.

She reached into the pizza box for a slice. Wow, my father didnt leave anything out, did he?

I like Kent. Hes a good guy. He didnt realize she was watching him until he bit into his pizza. What? Do I have sauce on my face? He reached for a napkin, dabbing at his mouth.

No, I just cant believe you and my dad hit it off. He had pretty strong opinions about what happened between us. She shifted uncomfortably before passing him a plate. I dont want you to think I run to my parents with every little problem, but I had to stay with them for a while when I got back to town, and it was pretty obvious something had made me leave my new job. I finally told them the whole story when I got tired of them asking me if I was all right.

They were concerned about you. I get that. My familys been the same way.

They have?

Sure. I havent been myself since you left. They wanted to know what happened.

Did you tell them? she asked.

Eventually.

How did they react?

Grayson smiled. You mean before or after my mother slapped me upside the head and called me an idiot?

She returned his smile. I have a feeling Id like your mother.

Youd love her. And shed love you, Alana. He decided it was time to lay his cards on the table. My mothers been waiting forever for me to find someone whod love me in spite of my money, not because of it. When she found out Id finally met the perfect girl and messed it up, she was almost as devastated as I was.

Alana set her plate down, and he noticed her hand trembling. For the record, you werent the only one who was devastated about what happened. It wasnt easy for me to leave.

I know that. You had a great opportunity with High Rollers and

It wasnt just the job that made it hard to leave, and you know it. She looked on the verge of tears. Do you think I wanted to leave you? I didnt, but you didnt give me a choice. I couldnt stay as if it were okay you deceived me, invaded my privacy, and tried to control my life.

I get that

Im not sure you do. She took a steadying breath as a fury crossed her face. Do you know what its like to be made to feel like youre not smart enough to make your own decisions? I was on the Deans list the year I graduated. I maintained a 4.0 GPA for four years in college. Im not some dumb blonde who cant decide what color shoes to wear.

I know that, baby.

She looked him in the eye. Do you? Really?

Of course I do, he whispered, reaching for her hand. Your intelligence is one of the reasons I fell in love with you.

She squeezed his hand and released it. I didnt have anxiety attacks before I met Ronan, and I havent had a single one since I left Arlington.

Thats good, he said with the sinking feeling she was sending him a message he didnt want to hear.

I had one that night we went jogging. Do you remember?

Yeah, what about it?

And I had one in your office the day of the interview.

Okay, but what does that have to do with us?

Being with someone should feel right. It should feel easy. It shouldnt make you anxious.

He couldnt argue with that, but he wasnt willing to concede either. They were good for each other, and he was determined to prove it to her. Are you saying being with me didnt feel right? He inched closer. Can you tell me making love to me didnt feel like nothing youve ever experienced?

Thats not fair, she whispered. All that proves is that we have incredible chemistry.

We have incredible chemistry because this is right, he whispered. Were perfect for each other, and you know it.

No, I dont, she said quietly.

I dont believe you.

Her head snapped up, but she looked surprised rather than annoyed.

I saw your reaction when I showed up at your door, he continued. I saw the tears in your eyes. Are you telling me you werent happy to see me, that you hadnt been thinking about me every goddamn day and night?

Youre so full of yourself.

Maybe, but you know Im right. He tugged on her hand, guiding her into his lap. Admit ityouve been waiting for me to come.

She touched his stubble as she looked into his eyes. What took you so long?

He dipped his head as he laughed. I thought you hated me.

You thought right. She smiled when he looked at her. I did hate you at first, but that subsided after a while. Once I gained some perspective, I saw your side of things. I realized that even though you were dead wrong to do the things you did, you werent trying to hurt me.

He closed his arms around her. He would never let her go. Why the hell didnt you call me?

She shrugged. I dont know. I figured maybe youd moved on.

He glared at the picture on the table behind her. I wasnt the one who moved on. You did.

She glanced at the picture before asking innocently, Did I mention Jacks being transferred to San Diego?

He dug his fingertips into her hip. What?

Yeah, he told me a couple of days ago.

So what? Youre going to have a long-distance relationship? See each other on the weekends and

He suggested it, but I told him I didnt see us having a future together. I told him I thought it would be best if we just parted as friends.

And you let me go on believing there was still something between you? he asked, falling back into the cushions without releasing his grip on her. I hope youre proud of yourself. I think you shaved ten years off my life.

Hmm, I hope not. She traced his lower lip with her fingertip. I was kind of hoping you might be around for a while.

Looking into her eyes, he saw the future he wanted, the one he was willing to fight for. Come home with me. Move in with me. He stopped just short of asking her to marry him. She would deem it too soon.

I dont think so, she said, smirking. My daddy may seem mellow, but hes pretty old-fashioned. Hed have a fit if we lived together before you put a ring on my finger.

Then let me buy you a ring, he said quickly, seeing that as his opening. Anything you want. We could go now. He glanced at his Rolex. We should be able to find a jeweler whos open

She slapped his chest gently as she giggled. Slow down, Barrett. Youre getting way ahead of yourself. I cant move back to Arlington with you.

His heart sank. Hed gone from believing she might actually agree to marry him to facing the harsh reality of life without her. Why the hell not?

I need a job.

You have a job at High Rollers.

I dont know if thats such a good idea. Besides you must have hired someone else to take my place.

He kissed her, letting his tongue caress hers as he tried to convince her she belonged with him. No one could take your place. Dont you know that?

I feel the same way about you, she said, pulling him down on top of her. I missed you so much. I didnt know if Id ever see you again.

He smiled as he pressed his lips to hers. Im here now. Why dont we make the most of it? Looking down the short hallway, he spotted two doors. Your bedrooms that way?

Not so fast, she said, gripping his button-down shirt. You cant just walk in here and ask me to leave my life behind to go back to Arlington with you.

You belong with me. His determination steadied him. She loved him. He could see it in her eyes.

Im not denying that. She ran her hands over his back as she hooked a leg over his. Im just asking you to give me some time.

I dont want to. He was acting childish, but he didnt want to wake up to an empty bed tomorrow. I want you to come home with me. I want us to start our life together.

Dont you think I want that too? She kissed him. I just want us to take our time. Lets date for a while before we rush into anything.

Date? The word sounded foul. He didnt want to date her. He wanted to marry her. Surely youre not suggesting we go back to getting to know each other and seeing where it goes. I know where its going. I know how I feel about you, and Im tired of screwing around.

She pushed against his chest. Get off me.

He felt as if shed slapped him. Excuse me?

Youre doing it again, trying to dictate how I live my life. Youre trying to make all the decisions and getting angry when I dont go along with what you want.

Grayson felt his pulse race. If he didnt get his act together, he would lose her… for good. He knelt on the floor in front of her. Im sorry. Whatever you want is fine, baby. Well take it slow. You can have your old apartment back. Im renovating the building, and I think youll really like it.

She sat back, folding her arms. She didnt look impressed, but at least she hadnt thrown him out.

Bob decided to stay on, so your jobs waiting for you whenever youre able to wrap things up here. If you need to give your employer notice, thats fine. Take as long as you need. I can even take some time off to help you pack up your apartment, if you like.

The glint of humor returned to her eyes. I appreciate that, Grayson.

He never thought hed see the day he would happily yield to his woman. But then again, he never expected the woman of his dreams to be as strong-willed and determined as he was. So we agree? Ill stay and help you wrap things up? When youre ready, well head back to Arlington, and you can train with Bob again. Ill get the contractors to work double-time on your apartment so itll be ready for you.

She grinned and drew him closer. I wouldnt worry too much about that if I were you, handsome.

Really? He struggled to breathe as she swirled her tongue around his ear. Whys that?

I said my daddy wouldnt approve of us living together. He wont have to know I sleep over nearly every night.

He chuckled as he picked her up to carry her to the bedroom. He sure as hell wont hear about it from me.

Gray, she said, stopping him with a hand on his chest. I love you.

He closed his eyes, taking a deep breath as he savored her words. Just dont ever stop telling me that.
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