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Chapter One
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Jennifer moved papers around on her desk as she listened to Tessa on the speaker and rolled her eyes. She knew her friend was up to something, and she knew she wasn’t going to like it.

“Jennifer, tonight’s event is a really good way to meet potential contributors. Do you really want to lose this chance?”

“Those things make me uncomfortable. Everybody who will be there—I don’t know how to say it—I guess classy is the word I’d use. I won’t fit in. People won’t want to talk to me.”

“That’s bull, Jen. You fit in just as much as we do. I can guarantee people will talk to you. They are very friendly.”

Jennifer snorted. “You and your husband, Devon, are a perfect couple. Of course, people are going to want to talk to you. Blond, blue-eyed, extremely good-looking, athletic, all-American. I’m the opposite of that, Tessa. Short, plain, with crazy hair, and from the wrong side of the tracks. I can guarantee ‘classy’ is not a word anyone would use to describe me, and people won’t come around me. I work with animals all day. I don’t fit in at all.”

“You are so full of it. You’re beautiful, funny, smart, and so darn sweet. You fit in just fine, although a shopping trip wouldn’t hurt.” She chuckled.

Jennifer let out a desperate sound of discouragement, then laughed. “I hate shopping.”

“Not as much as you hate spending money, Cheapskate.”

“That’s not a nice thing to say to a friend.” Jennifer laughed and leaned back in her office chair at the shelter.

“But am I wrong?” Tessa asked.

There was a slight pause. “No.”

“It’s okay to be cheap, but Jen, you are extreme. I can’t remember the last time you bought something for yourself.”

“I don’t need anything,” Jennifer replied.

“It’s not always what you need. When’s the last time you bought a blouse for yourself?”

Jennifer rolled her eyes. “I can’t remember.”

“See! You’ve been like this since we met in college,” Tessa reminded her.

Jennifer blew out a frustrated breath. She’d had to pinch every penny to survive, most people wouldn’t understand that level of poverty unless they had to live it. Jennifer threw her pen on top of her desk. She knew Tessa was going to get her way. She always did, but Jennifer wanted her to work for it.

“And what’s the problem with that?” Jennifer complained halfheartedly.

“Absolutely nothing. You were brilliant.” Tessa giggled. “I remember when your roommate, Nancy, told me you worked at the campus cafeteria, so you didn’t have to pay for a food card. But you were so incredibly shy. I couldn’t figure out how you could waitress when you didn’t talk to people.”

Jennifer snorted, and Tessa laughed.

“I wasn’t having conversations with them. I was just taking their orders.” Jennifer grinned and started to organize her desk.

Tessa chuckled and then continued. “You got your books for free by putting in hours at the college emergency hotline. Which, I might add, meant you had to talk to people.”

“Not face to face,” Jennifer reminded her.

“And your outfits, although mostly cute and original, I didn’t know you got all your clothes from the Salvation Army. I envy your ability to live on so little. You had everything you needed and still saved money from what little you made.”

Jennifer leaned back in her chair and smiled at her college memories.

“After we became friends, everything we did—when I could get you to do anything—you found ingenious ways to save money. You saved me money, which my father will forever be grateful for.” There was a slight pause as they laughed, and then Tessa continued. “I’m especially thankful to my friend, Nancy, your roommate at the time. If it weren’t for her, we probably would have never met. And I sometimes wonder if I would have met Devon since his dorm was across the hall from you guys.”

Jennifer set a stack of papers aside. “If you remember correctly, I had to study constantly, too. The vet program was intense. But I do sometimes think about how we met. I’ll never forget the first time you two met. I believed in love at first sight after that. And you’ve been together ever since. Devon thinks my frugality is great.”

Tessa’s tone softened. “I know your penny-pinching stems from your shitty childhood.”

Jennifer swallowed the pain that pierced her when she thought of those years. “Tessa, can we talk about anything else?”

“Yes, sweetie. I’m sorry.” Tessa cleared her throat. “You need to get out more. You work too damn hard. You deserve to have some fun. So please come with Devon and me tonight.” 

Jennifer remembered telling Tessa about her childhood. She’d been the only one she’d ever confided in. Her father was a horrible person. He was abusive to her in so many ways. 

Jennifer shook off her memories, best forgotten, and sputtered. “Okay, fine, but I’ll meet you there.”

Tessa smiled. “Great.”

Jennifer rolled her eyes and tossed her braid over her shoulder. “What time?”

“Six-thirty. And they always order a lot of appetizers, so you won’t have to spend money on dinner.”

“Ha-ha. You’re hilarious.”

“It’s the truth.” Tessa laughed at the snort that came from the phone. “Oh, and Jen, Madlyn will meet us there tonight. Just thought I’d give you a heads up.”

Jennifer didn’t know the woman very well and frankly didn’t want to know her. She was selfish, miserable, and hard to be around, but she was Tessa’s friend, so she’d put up with it.

“Tessa, I don’t have a problem with her. She’s just never liked me.”

“She doesn’t like you because you’re prettier than she is without trying, and it ticks her off. I know she can be a real witch, but she’s having a rough time.”

“What happened?”

“Johnathon left her for another woman.”

“Wow. That’s the third time this year, isn’t it?” Jennifer asked as she rolled her eyes. She secretly didn’t blame the guys. Madlyn was a bitch on her good days.

Tessa sighed. “Unfortunately, yes. She keeps getting angrier each time.”

“Why does she think she needs a man? She keeps trying to find one, and it always ends up being the same type.”

“She’s been like that since we were in high school together. I don’t think her home life was the best.”

“I feel bad for her sometimes.” Jennifer felt awful thinking unkind thoughts about the woman.

“Yeah, me, too. That’s why she’s coming out with us tonight. To get her mind off things,” Tessa said.

“I hope it helps.”

“Me, too. So, I’ll see you there?” Tessa’s voice was hopeful.

“Yes,” Jennifer grumbled.

Tessa snorted. “Don’t sound so sad about it. You’re going to have a blast.”
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Chapter Two
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Jennifer’s gaze widened and wandered around the room as she walked into the bar area of the country club. She bit her lip, and her tension elevated, making her feel slightly nauseated. She pressed a hand against her stomach and instantly started to regret coming.

Only recently, Devon and Tessa had become members of the exclusive club. They found it was a great way to meet clients. Devon and Tessa were very successful, and part of it was because of mingling at these gatherings. So fruitful, Jennifer was afraid Tessa would ask her to come to these get-togethers again in the future.

Jennifer swallowed, took a quick sip from the glass of wine she held in her hand, and tried to lower her anxiety, needing to make the best of the situation. She tried to think of excuses to get out of coming again but couldn’t come up with an explanation Tessa would believe.

Tessa and Devon were stopped several times. Devon was a lawyer, and Tessa worked in real estate, so they knew a lot of people around the city.

Madlyn and Jennifer walked slowly behind them, mainly ignoring each other, and stopped when the couple did.

Jennifer’s eyes widened as she caught glimpses of how large the crowd was. There had to have been a hundred people here, Jennifer thought nervously. She looked down at herself and grimaced.

Tessa was dressed for a business/social gathering, and Jennifer was dressed in the clothes she wore when she cleaned out kennels that day. She had tried to fix her hair into a clip and wiped the stains she’d received throughout the day from her clothes, but that was it.

It was early in the evening, but already several couples were on the dance floor to the right of the main double doors.

The room was dim, and the low-key conversations were mixed with soft music. From what Jennifer could see, it was a striking room. The walls were painted in muted shades of calming blues. The woodwork around the doors, windows, and along the half-wall paneling was beautiful and intricate. There were several fawn-colored leather seating arrangements with tables and chairs to the left, and a long maple bar surrounded by people in the back of the immense area. She’d only been to the club a few times and never at night—always a quick lunch with Tessa and never in that room.

Jennifer listened to Madlyn with half an ear. After the first few comments about getting laid and what Jennifer could do not to look so horrendous, she tuned her out. Jennifer’s gaze swept the room quickly before concentrating on Tessa and Devon. She was uncomfortable with the looks she got from some men and the appalled looks from some women. Jennifer pondered if they were wondering how someone like her got in. She breathed a slight sigh of relief when they found a tall table and stools to the side and away from the movement of the crowd.

Jennifer carefully climbed on the tall stool without tipping over or tumbling to the floor. That humiliation would top off the night. Her diminished height made those high stools always challenging for her.

“Hey, ladies, I’m going to run to the bar. What can I get you to drink?”

Jennifer indicated the wineglass in her hand. “I’m good, Devon.”

Devon’s arm was snug around Tessa’s waist.

“I’m surprised you’re even drinking, Jen. I can’t remember the last time,” Devon said.

Jennifer grimaced. Liquid courage, she thought. As she watched him walk off toward the back of the large room, her attention returned to Tessa and their conversation about work.

“Hey, girls, look over in the corner by the doors and check out the hottie that’s checking me out,” Madlyn said excitedly and smoothed any wrinkles from her short skirt.

Both Jennifer and Tessa turned their heads in the direction Madlyn indicated.

There was a moment of silence. “Oh, shit,” Tessa whispered.

Both women jerked toward her in surprise when Tessa swore. She hardly ever got upset and seldom cursed, so when she did, she was either scared or upset.

“What the hell, Tessa? You know that guy and have never introduced me to him before?” Madlyn complained, her eyebrows snapping together in annoyance, adjusting her cream-colored silk shirt and making sure her hair was in its sleek style that just grazed her shoulders.

Tessa looked worriedly at Jennifer.

Jennifer faced Tessa, concerned. “What, Tessa?”

“I’m pretty sure he’s staring at you, Jen,” she said, biting down on her lip worriedly.

Madlyn shot Tessa a hostile glare. “He could be looking at me. Not every man out there wants little Jenny.”

Jennifer ignored Madlyn and held both of Tessa’s hands in hers with a frown of concern on her face.

“Why are you upset about this? I sincerely doubt the guy will ask me out, and if he does, all I need to tell him is to back off or say no. For heaven’s sake, I can tell from here he’s way above my class rating and way out of my league.”

Jennifer couldn’t prevent herself from glancing over at the table. Something about the man drew her. His dark, brooding good looks reflected his gaze’s interest, sending a sizzle of awareness through her body.

“Who is he?” A slight shiver ran down her spine at his intense staring.

“His name is Grant Batali. Devon hasn’t gone in-depth about himself because the guy is really private, so I can only tell you what I know. He’s a friend of Devon’s from childhood, but several years older. Devon is thirty-one, so he must be in his mid-thirties.”

“And...?” Madlyn pushed.

Tessa rolled her eyes. “And he’s self-made. He’d built up his business by the time Devon graduated from college. Devon seems to think he’s brilliant. I’m not sure where or if Grant went to college. I also don’t know anything about his family. Devon’s never said anything about that, either. He always seemed to want to talk to my husband privately, which might be one of the reasons he makes me so nervous.”

Madlyn threw her arms out. “So, what’s the problem?” Madlyn wailed.

Tessa cringed as several people turned toward them. “God, Madlyn, keep your voice down.” Tessa turned back to Jennifer, and her frown deepened. “I don’t know why, but he’s always made me uncomfortable. There’s just something about him. He’s always been very nice to me, always polite. But I sometimes feel like he wears a disguise to mask the real man, and underneath is an extremely intense, dangerous one.” Tessa pulled her hands from Jennifer’s grasp and set them on her shoulders. “But it’s more than that. I don’t know how to put it in words.”

The women turned toward the source of their discussion and found he still sat relaxed at a table across the room with a drink in one hand and his other hand resting on the back of the empty chair next to him. It looked like he was listening to the man on the other side of him because he would often nod or comment, but his gaze stayed locked on Jennifer.

“Why would he be looking at me, Tessa?”

Tessa snorted.

Madlyn cussed. “Jesus, you don’t get it, do you, Jen? Some men seem to like drab women like you.” Madlyn’s voice was a little snide, and jealousy colored her words.

Tessa shot a look at Madlyn in annoyance, with a hint of anger, before she turned back to Jen. “I wish you could see yourself as the rest of the world does.” Tessa held up her hand for silence and to stop the argument she knew would follow. “And I’m sorry, Jen, but he is looking at you.”

Jennifer frowned at Tessa but pulled her into a quick hug. “Please, don’t worry. Even if he is looking at me, the minute he meets me and finds how unsophisticated I am, he’ll walk away.”

Tessa gripped Jennifer tighter. “No, you don’t understand. You’re going to find him attractive—every woman does—and he will find you irresistible.” She ignored Jennifer’s snort. “I’ve just never known him to have a girlfriend, only one-night stands with sluts or very short-term lovers. And you don’t have a slutty bone in your body.”

Jennifer laughed. “You’re right. I don’t. He’ll find out I’m not a fun-loving party girl and certainly not a one-night stand, and leave me alone. Stop worrying...” 

“Hot damn, I finally get to meet the hottie,” Madlyn whispered, awareness and excitement clear in her tone. “By the way, I am perfectly capable and eager for a one-night stand with that man.”

Jennifer’s and Tessa’s heads snapped around to see the man headed their way. Tessa pulled Jennifer around to face her and tightened her hold on her hands. “Just remember what I said, okay?”

“Ladies.”

The flow of people and noise from the crowd disguised his approach, so he still startled all three women. Jennifer’s gaze traveled up and up, finally landing on the most handsome man she’d ever seen. He was well over six feet tall and made of pure masculine energy. His hair was dark. Very dark, almost black. But it was his eyes, black as coal, that seemed to look right into the heart of her. She realized her mouth was hanging open when he chuckled.

“Tessa, will you introduce me to your friends?” He made it sound more like a command instead of a request. His gaze stayed locked on Jennifer.

Jennifer pushed her thick hair from her face, and a shiver coursed through her at his raspy tone of voice. She stiffened and turned to Tessa when her friend made an anxious sound under her breath. She didn’t like that he made her friend nervous and uncomfortable. Tessa was a sensitive, loyal person, and they had always been protective of each other.

Jennifer could see why Tessa was apprehensive. His features couldn’t be called cold, but they looked detached. Jennifer narrowed her eyes at him, crossed her arms, and moved to stand in front of Tessa, even though Tessa was taller and weighed more than Jennifer. Jennifer’s mouth turned down, and she bristled when a twinkle sparked in his eyes, and his mouth twitched.

Grant held up his hands in an imitation act of surrender. The twitch in his mouth became more pronounced as he stared down at Jennifer. “I come in peace, ladies.”

Tessa cleared her throat and tried to pull Jennifer behind her, but Jennifer’s body stiffened. Tessa let out a frustrated growl when she found there was no way to get around her because of the tall tables, stools, and people in the way. “Jen, for God’s sake, move,” Tessa whispered frantically.

Jennifer turned her head to talk over her shoulder but never took her gaze off him.

“No, Tessa. I’ll take care of this.”
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Chapter Three
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Grant had to bite the inside of his mouth to keep from laughing aloud as these little women tried to protect each other from him. He probably should feel offended. They acted like he was a bad guy, but he could only smile at her little show of protectiveness over her friend. He wondered why they thought they had to protect each other at all, but it made him think of two little kittens trying to protect each other from a lion.

His gaze focused on Jennifer’s beautiful face before they roamed slowly up and down her body, from her tiny feet in black flats to the top of her head, where she put her massive amount of dark red hair in some kind of clip to tame it. Unfortunately for her, it didn’t work. Some of her hair had come loose and fallen down her back to her waist, but she somehow made it look stylish.

“Um, Grant, please meet Madlyn and Jennifer,” Tessa said a little coolly from behind Jennifer.

Grant turned to Madlyn. One look told him everything he needed to know about the woman. He stayed away from women like her. From her stylish fake blonde hair and her makeup done to perfection, to her expensive clothes and shoes, it all turned him off. But the cynical, hungry look in her eyes repulsed him. He couldn’t find anything real about those kinds of women.

“I’m pleased to meet you, Madlyn.” He shook her hand quickly, pasted on a smile he hoped looked sincere, and then turned back to Jennifer.

A subtle tension seemed to invade his body. “Jennifer, dance with me.”

Once again, it sounded like a rough command, but there was something about Grant’s demeanor and his eyes that showed a slight look of relief he quickly tried to quench when she stepped in his direction.
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Jennifer

Jennifer’s eyes widened when her feet automatically moved toward him. She stopped suddenly, confused. Something about him tugged at her and softened something in her. A force that physically pulled her in his direction. She didn’t fear him, but she did feel a woman’s vulnerability. Her body felt so sensitized. Her skin felt too tight. Both were things she’d never experienced before. With her attention on Grant, Jennifer didn’t notice when Devon approached Tessa and placed his hands on her tense shoulders.

“We were just talking, Grant. Maybe another time.” Tessa tried to reach for Jennifer to prevent her from taking another step when Devon squeezed her shoulders and leaned down to whisper something in Tessa’s ear. A red flush covered her cheeks, and her lips tightened.

Tessa looked worriedly at Jennifer and then at Grant but didn’t say another word.

“If she’s in my care, I won’t ever let anything happen to her, Tessa. You have my promise,” he said gently and then held out a hand to Jennifer, who immediately took it and calmly followed behind Grant toward the dance floor.
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Devon

Tessa instantly turned to Devon. “I don’t like that he’s interested in Jen.” Her words were a little frantic.

Devon pulled her resisting body against his chest.

“I don’t know why you’ve always been terrified of Grant. I know he can be intimidating and arrogant, but he would never harm Jen. In fact, he would be the first person I’d want you to call if something happened to me. He’s the only one I’d trust to help you, baby. Doesn’t that tell you something about the guy? I don’t trust anyone else with you. Give him a chance.”

Tessa lay her head against Devon’s chest.

“I just don’t think they would be good together. They’re nothing alike. And he sleeps around a lot. You’ve said so yourself several times. Jen doesn’t do that. I’m pretty sure she’s never had a relationship or a lover. He’ll end up hurting her.”

Madlyn’s gaze stayed glued to the couple on the dance floor. “I’ll take a one-night stand with that man.”

They both ignored Madlyn.

Devon slid a hand up to grasp the back of Tessa’s neck.

“What makes you think anything else will happen between them? He just asked her to dance.”

“You didn’t see how he looked at her, Devon. It was intense, weird, and a bit scary, like she was already his.”

Devon rubbed his hand up and down Tessa’s back while his head turned toward the dance floor.

His eyes widened immediately. Damn. Tessa was right. Grant held Jennifer very close, and his head was bent to Jennifer’s as he listened to something she was saying. There was an intimacy that surrounded them like they’d been together for years instead of just having met a few minutes ago. Devon frowned and grew a little concerned. Ever since growing up in the same small town, he’d never seen Grant look at a woman like that, and they’d known each other for over twenty years. But then his gaze slid to Jen. She seemed very relaxed and showed no fear or discomfort. They together as a couple might not be such a bad thing, Devon thought.

“We have to stay out of it, Tessa. Look.” Devon released Tessa enough to turn her toward the dance floor. “Look at them. Somehow, they look like they belong together. They fit. And think, if something does come from this, maybe she’ll mellow him out, and he’ll bring some life into Jennifer’s life. Something you’ve been trying to do forever. That’s why she’s at the club with us tonight, right? I don’t know how you did it, but you somehow pulled her out of that shelter of hers.”

Tessa nodded and gritted her teeth. “I wanted her to have some fun, but Grant was the last person I’d want around her.”

Devon watched his wife stare at the couple on the dance floor. “He just better not hurt her unless he likes his balls cut off, tied in a knot, and shoved down his throat.”

Devon grimaced and burst out laughing. “Ouch. Jesus, woman. I didn’t know you could be so bloodthirsty.” He nuzzled his lips against her ear. “I think I like it, as long as I’m not the victim.” His voice was a soft purr. “Let’s go dance. It’s a slow song so I can hold you close.”

Tessa stayed focused on Jennifer as she was led to the same dance floor.
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Madlyn

Madlyn stayed at their table and narrowed her eyes. Her gaze stayed glued to Grant and Jennifer. “If Jennifer hadn’t been here, he would have asked me to dance,” she hissed to herself. “Why the hell did he pick white trash over me? I’m the prettiest and most sophisticated by far between the two of us.” Her dislike for that woman rose to pure hatred at that moment, and that wasn’t a good thing because she resented everyone already. Add the extreme emotions, which made the way she felt for anyone, especially Jennifer, worse.
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Chapter Four
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Grant nodded at Devon when he and his wife, Tessa, came through the outside door. He and his longtime friend were both involved with a special group of men called the Good Knight Society. Grant had been a part of it for years before he recruited Devon to join. The group had a hundred men, and their main objective was to protect innocent people, like women and children.

The group was incredibly secretive, and each man knew they could never tell a soul, not even their wives, about them. If they did, they would disappear. They needed anonymity to do the work that sometimes crossed the line between following the law and what was prohibited by the legal system.

That night, he was talking business and didn’t immediately go over to them. These get-togethers were mostly about business, which was the only reason he came. But a lot of one-night stands happened, and even a few affairs started. That was only one reason he tended to avoid people, especially large crowds like that night in the club. He disliked it when women threw themselves at him.

His attention snagged on the smaller woman who followed closely behind him. He’d only captured a few glimpses of her face, but it was enough to have a burst of attraction hit him with an irrational, instantaneous need. He’d never felt an emotion that affected his entire body, and to have a woman give him that sensation was something he bet would never have happened.

She was small and beautiful. She had long, dark red hair that framed a round, pale face. From where he sat, and from the quick glimpse he got of her, he noticed she had full lips and large eyes. Every emotion showed on her delicate face, and she didn’t seem happy to be there.

She was one of the prettiest women he’d ever seen. His mouth twisted in a grimace as his eyes traveled down her. She wore the ugliest outfit that was too big on her, making it hard to see her figure.

If he had to guess, that’s the way she wanted it. She tried so hard to fade into the background, not wanting attention, which was funny since several men in the room saw her and took a second look. She tried to blend in, while the other woman with them was flashy and overly unconstrained.

The small woman’s black pants were baggy on her, and the gray shirt she had tucked into her pants had some design on the front. He could tell she tried hard to look as unappealing as possible. It had to take effort to want to look like that. The funny thing was, she failed. She was one of those women who didn’t have to dress nicely.

She was tying knots in his gut, and his groin tightened painfully. She could wear a paper bag and still be beautiful to him. His gaze swept across the room, catching sight of the other eyes trained on her—and unfortunately, so did a few other guys.

Grant stayed seated and listened to the guy he’d come to meet, but everything in him drove him straight to her. He didn’t care that he might be walking away from a potential client, which was the whole purpose of even being at the cocktail party that night.

When he couldn’t take the space between them anymore, he apologized to the guy, stood, and was beside the woman in seconds. Jesus. Once he’d gotten close to her and got to look in her dazzling blue eyes, it sent his already sensitized body into overdrive. Her brows were delicately arched, and long dark lashes framed her bright, soulful eyes. It took him a moment to act casual as he caught his breath. He didn’t even try to pull his gaze from her.

When he asked to be introduced, an irrational spear of hot anger was directed toward Tessa when she tried to keep Jennifer from him. It shocked him to his bones how much it had affected him. His only thought was to get her somewhere he could talk to her and put his hands on her, and the closest place was the dance floor. It was perfect. He could hold and feel her against him, and it wouldn’t alarm her because they were dancing. He just had to make sure he didn’t frighten her. He could tell she was a bit skittish, so he had to tread lightly.

Within moments of meeting her, Grant pulled her onto the dance floor. The breath stalled in his chest at the first contact of their bodies and the first full lungful of her feminine scent. Fortunately, Grant could tell it affected her too when she tried but failed to stifle a gasp and an involuntary instinct to move back. He tightened his arms but murmured softly and tried to push down his reaction to her before he scared her. He kept her torso flush against the hard planes of his chest but put a little space between their groin areas to keep her from feeling the throbbing cock that pressed against his pants.

He didn’t try to question his over-the-top reaction or the possessive feelings he already had toward her. He’d always followed his gut instinct, and it was telling him to snatch her up before anyone else did. One arm was wrapped around her waist and held her close to his chest. He could feel the trimness of her body that she tried to hide from him. Grant ran his hand slowly across her back and hip, where her body flared into a curvy, womanly body—the type of shape he and most men enjoyed.

His other hand held her tiny one in his much larger grip. He ran his thumb over the back of her hand and was amazed at how soft and pure her skin was. The skin was so fine, he could see the small blue veins that ran over the back of her hand.

Grant pulled her closer to him and bent to whisper in her ear. “Are you enjoying yourself tonight, Jennifer?”

Grant leaned back a bit to see her face. “Jennifer?” He tried to keep the satisfaction in check when she trembled, but it was hard not to show how it affected his already hard body. “Jennifer?” He chuckled and squeezed her waist to get her attention.

Jennifer lifted her head away from his chest and looked up at him, but the dim light on the dance floor made it hard to see. She blinked a few times before focusing on him.

“I’m sorry. What were you asking?” she said.

Grant leaned down again, nuzzled his chin against the top of her head, then bent farther to whisper in her ear. “I asked if you’re having a good time?”

He felt her shiver when his hot breath blew on her ear. 

Her brows knitted in confusion. “I ... I’m. Yes.”

Grant smiled. He liked the dazed look in her eyes. He let go of her hand to wrap his other arm around her, and his hand slid up under her mass of hair to cup the back of her neck.

“Look at me,” he said when her eyes slid shut again.

Grant’s eyes scanned her features. He didn’t like the confused, slightly alarmed look in her eyes.

“Jennifer, take a deep breath and hold it in for me.”

Jennifer immediately drew in a lungful of air and held it for a second before releasing it slowly.

“That’s a good girl. Do that a few times,” he murmured close to her ear.

Jennifer did what she was told, and she slowly relaxed against him.

“I’m sorry. I’m so embarrassed. I think I need to go home. I only had half a glass of wine, which doesn’t usually affect me like this. I’m afraid I might be coming down with something. A few people have been sick at the shelter.”

Grant’s brows creased in concern. 

“Do you have a headache?”

Jennifer’s gaze met his as she shook her head and bit her lower lip.

“Stomachache?” he asked.

Again, she shook her head. She had no fever and didn’t look sick, but the signs could be her heightened desire. Could she not know what was happening to her? A chuckle of disbelief slipped out. Damn, she was adorable.

Jennifer frowned up at him and tried to take a step back. “That’s not very nice to think it’s funny when someone gets sick.”

Grant choked back another chuckle but couldn’t keep the smile off his face. He squeezed her. “I’m not laughing at you getting sick. I would never do that. But, Jennifer, I don’t think you’re getting sick.”

“How would you know?” She looked irritated and confused.

“Trust me. I just know.”

Jennifer stared at him. He sounded so sure that she started to believe him. She guessed it was because of the drink.

“I thought it might be the wine or maybe lack of food. I’m glad. I can’t get sick. Things are crazy right now. I am so busy right now at the shelter. I have a meeting on Monday, and I have a lot to do to prepare for it.” She looked back up at him, uncertain. “Now tell me why you think I felt sick suddenly?”

Grant wanted to explain her body’s reaction but now wasn’t a good time. Later, he would show her in detail how his touch affected her body. But this wasn’t the time, as they had only just met. Grant decided to change the subject.

“What shelter? What do you do?” he asked.

“I’m the director of an animal shelter.”

That fit with the type of person she was turning out to be. Sweet. He’d never had a sweet woman before. Hell, he couldn’t remember talking to one. Usually, he was attracted to the more sophisticated career woman. Those who were tough like him and didn’t like the emotions of a relationship as much as he disliked them. He tried to stay away from involvements. He chose to take a woman one or two times and then move on.

Grant kept her talking. He liked the smoky timbre of her voice. “I bet you have a lot of stories. You’ll have to tell me some.”

Jennifer chuckled. “Oh, I’ve got some doozies, but I won’t be here too much longer.”

The second slow song ended, and another one started. Grant thought he could dance with this woman all night as long as she was in his arms.

“I would like to take you to dinner tomorrow night.”

Jennifer stiffened. She leaned away from him so she could see his expression, and her eyebrows puckered. “Are you asking me?”

He looked confused. “I thought I was?”

“It just sounded more like an order.”

“I’m sorry. I’m used to being a boss, I guess. I like being in charge.”

“What do you do, Grant?”

Grant tensed. A lot of people didn’t understand his need for success and the challenge of taking a business ready to close and either tearing it apart and selling the parts or bringing it back to life. People were sensitive to the fact that demolishing a family business didn’t bother him.

“I’m what you would call an entrepreneur, I guess.”

Jennifer looked a little apprehensive. “So, what exactly does that mean?”

“I mainly buy and sell businesses but also play with stocks.”

“Why does Tessa not trust you?”

Grant looked over the dance floor at Devon and Tessa. “I’ve been told I’m not an easy man to be around.”

“Why?”

Grant snorted and looked down into her upturned, curious face.

“Because I’m a hard man, I suppose.”

“Why?”

Grant smiled, surprised. Few people questioned him like this. He liked that she didn’t seem intimidated by him. She was just curious.

“How about I take you to dinner tomorrow night and answer all your questions then?”

Jennifer looked down at his chest. “Can I think about it?”

Grant tightened his arms and narrowed his eyes. “Are you worried about Tessa and what she will think?”

“A little. You terrify her.”

He grimaced and shook his head. “I certainly don’t mean to. What about you? Do I scare you?”

Jennifer bit her lip. “No. I don’t think you do.”

“I would never, ever hurt you. And I would never hurt Tessa. She’s a part of Devon, so she will always have my protection and support.”

“But why is she afraid of you? You don’t do anything illegal, do you?” 

His eyes hardened, and his arms tightened even more around her. What could he tell her, that being a part of the Good Knight Society made it impossible not to break the law sometimes, but it was always for a good reason?

“I think we’ve talked enough about me. I’d like to hear about you.” His voice was silky smooth but had an undertone of steely control and displeasure.

Jennifer stiffened as she stared into his dark eyes.

“It’s getting late, and I have to wake up early.” She pulled away from him and looked slightly surprised that he let her, when at first, he’d constricted his arms before he released her.

He stared down at the hand she held out for a long moment and then back up to her eyes. No way was this over. His hand engulfed hers, the calluses rasping over her soft skin.

“It was nice meeting you, Grant, and maybe we’ll see each other around sometime.”

“Oh, I can guarantee it, Jennifer. Drive safe.”

She lifted her chin and gave him a frosty smile before turning away.

He watched her go with a predatory look. He knew it would scare her if she saw his expression at that moment and make her run. It took immense strength to keep from yanking her back into his arms and carrying her out of there. Did she think this was over? Oh, hell, no. She’d learn soon enough that when he wanted something, he usually got it. He knew he was an arrogant, selfish bastard and already thought he’d be going to hell for some of the things he’d had to do to survive, so what was one more strike? He was willing to take it to have her. 

He watched until she was out of sight. The edgy, sexually charged feelings she drove through him unsettled, but it certainly wouldn’t keep him away from her. If there were signs she wasn’t attracted to or afraid
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