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      “Jimmy! What did I tell you just last week, for like the third freaking day in a row?”

      Gabe McBride winced. It sounded like the boss wasn’t too happy with poor Jimmy. Gabe had shut the door of his black Porsche and rounded the front of the car just in time to catch the tail end of the tongue-lashing some poor soul had the misfortune to receive.

      “But−”

      “No buts. You need to wear your fucking hardhat and your fucking safety glasses when you’re on the fucking job site. Goddamn it, Jimmy. The whole purpose of personal protective equipment is to protect you from personal injury. How many times do we have to go through this?” Exasperation laced the boss’s words.

      “I’ll do better, Frankie.”

      “Yes, you will. If an inspector shows up and catches you without the proper gear, again, we’ll get written up, and then I’ll have to take action. Last warning. Please go to your truck, put your PPE on, and then get back to work.”

      “Yes, boss.”

      Based on the number of curse words interjected as adjectives, the boss was fed up with warning Jimmy. Did that raspy voice of command belong to the construction company’s owner Frank Stevens?

      The growl of frustration that followed reached Gabe’s ears and made him chuckle. A rare occurrence these days. But he sobered quick enough. If the man in trouble wasn’t following protocol, then he deserved the reprimand, though Gabe personally would have handled it with less colorful wording.

      Gabe was a firm believer in rules. When people didn’t follow instructions, orders, or rules, accidents happened. Expectations had to be clearly articulated and understood. Consequences were a definite possibility. His goal, like the guy dishing out the directive to Jimmy, was to ensure nobody got hurt while under his watch.

      Gabe paused on the sidewalk in front of what appeared to be the renovation of an old restaurant that had run its course. Years old dust and grime coated the windows. Yellow construction tape wrapped the facing and brick like a bow. Sawhorses, toolboxes, two by fours, and sheets of drywall littered the interior. A sign in the window implied the new owners would be ready for business in two months’ time and were currently recruiting for wait staff. Judging by the amount of work still to be done, the contactor had better pick up his schedule.

      Gabe had stopped at the office to invite his brothers to breakfast, but they’d both been heading out the door in opposite directions, both frazzled and rushed. Gabe overheard Kyle’s end of a conversation with a client who needed assistance, but Kyle had been too busy. So Gabe offered to help out.

      Gabe guessed the work crew had propped open the front door, and hiked up the windows to allow the slight breeze to filter though. He didn’t envy them. He remembered too many months of working night and day, through extreme hot and bitter cold, to get The Vault ready for business. He decided to take a stroll around the building and look at what they might be dealing with before announcing his presence and meeting Mr. Stevens.

      Around back, he discovered a parking lot large enough to accommodate about twenty vehicles. Not too bad for a private business in the downtown core. The building itself was two stories of aged red brick, with a rickety fire escape up the back to the second level. Stained cracked windows with boxes stacked in front of them was all he could see. It looked like perhaps an apartment turned storage area existed up there. A door at ground level, probably to the kitchen, stood braced open with a brick.

      Gabe surveyed the area around his feet. The pavement required work. Poor patch jobs, weeds growing through open cracks and heaved asphalt made for a very uneven surface. The pressure-treated fence surrounding the lot needed replacement boards and was in dire need of a fresh coat of stain. The whole place, in its current state, created an eyesore for the neighborhood.

      On closer inspection Gabe noticed the windows at ground level had no visible locking mechanisms and broken panes of glass jutted out at every angle. The door itself looked like a five-year-old child could kick it in. Security enhancements were definitely in order.

      Gabe made his way back to the front of the building. He stopped at the main entrance, his path blocked by the tape across the opening. He could easily step over it, but remained beyond the barrier, respectful of its purpose. He made eye contact with one of the men, and waved him over.

      “Can I help you?” the man asked. Obviously he’d been doing hard-labor for some time—he had no need for a gym—but years in the sun had weathered his skin making him appear older than his birth certificated probably stated.

      “I’m looking for Frank Stevens.” Gabe’s gaze swept across the open space. He tried to visualize it filled with diners as staff bustled between tables, and a crowd waiting to be seated, perhaps even lined up down the street.

      He looked for a man befitting the name Frank. He pictured an older guy, maybe of Italian heritage, and grizzled around the edges. Years of supervising a construction crew wearing on him, maybe the beginnings of a beer gut stretching his waistband. The man probably grew up in this world, working with generations of family members all doing the same thing to make ends meet.

      “You mean Frankie.”

      Frank, Frankie, was there a difference? Gabe nodded.

      “What for?” The older man’s eyes changed from friendly to suspicious. He glared at Gabe. “You an inspector or something?”

      “No. My brothers and I own a security firm. I came by to discuss some issue Mr. Stevens has been having with vandalism.” He probably should have found out a bit more about the job, but Kyle had already been running late. So whatever it was Kyle had yelled out to Gabe as he settled behind the wheel of his car had drifted away in the breeze. “Mr. Stevens should be expecting me.”

      “Mr. Stevens?”

      “That’s what I said.” Had they not already confirmed that? Why was this man giving him such a strange look? Maybe he couldn’t hear well.

      The guy started to chuckle, but quickly covered it with a fake cough. “Sure. Um. Mr. Stevens is just in the back at the moment. Why don’t you wait right where you are? I’ll let Frankie know you’re here.” He shot Gabe one final look, barked out a sharp snort of laughter, and shook his head before he turned away.

      Gabe watched him meander his way through the space, avoiding dangerous areas, stepping over tools and chunks of wood in his path.

      “Hey, Mr. Stevens,” he called to somebody out of sight. “There’s somebody here to see you.”

      A couple of other workers stopped what they were doing and glanced in Gabe’s direction. There was a response, but from where Gabe stood, he couldn’t make it out over the start-up of a saw.

      The man he’d spoken with spun on his heel and headed back, taking his time as he retraced his steps. He reached the doorway where Gabe waited, and offered that not-so friendly glare again. Apparently all remnants of humor vanished somewhere between the back of the room and the front of the store. “Frankie will be here in a few minutes. You’d better behave yourself. I’ll be paying attention.”

      After that bizarre warning, the man shuffled over to his workstation and picked up where he’d left off, casting the occasional watchful glance Gabe’s way.

      Gabe strode over to and leaned against his car. He checked the time and watched a city bus drive by, belching a cloud of noxious exhaust fumes as it passed. It rolled to a stop at the corner, brakes squealing, let off a handful of passengers, and picked up a few more. Inside, the buzz and whirl of tools continued amid shouts back and forth between the construction crew. He pulled out his cell phone to skim through his e-mail.

      “You’re looking for me?”

      Gabe paused, his finger hovering over the screen, but he didn’t look up. From afar, the voice had been deep and gravelly, immediately conjuring an image of what he assumed Frank Stevens would look like.

      But from a couple of feet away, its texture softened and the smoky quality rolled over him, doing something funky to his insides. His cock stirred. It was the first time, in a very long time, that Gabe reacted to a few simple words. Words that offered no sexual inflection, no offer to please, no request for dominance.

      Gabe swallowed, and willed his body to regain control. That voice definitely did not belong to a man. He raised his head, and his breath caught in his throat.

      Before him stood a petite woman. A fucking beautiful-as-hell, petite woman. The top of her head probably only reached the middle of his chest when he was standing. In his current relaxed pose, she looked straight at his neck area. She wore her dark hair tucked up under her construction hat. A few long tendrils had escaped, and those she’d wrapped behind her ears. Ears that held simple gold studs. Man, he hoped her hair, when lose, cascaded down to the middle of her back in glorious waves.

      She’d removed her safety glasses and had them dangling from the fingers of her right hand, leaving him with nothing to do but stare into a pair of exotic eyes, the most amazing shade of green. Some might call them plain old hazel eyes. But they made him think of colors he’d find deep in the rain forest. A jungle he’d happily get lost in.

      Her waist indented just the right amount. His fingers itched to span it and see if they could meet. He didn’t think so, and that unconfirmed guess sent a spike of desire rushing though him because he preferred a woman he could hold without digging his fingertips into her rib cage. One he could grip around the middle while she rode him hard and fast. Then agonizingly slow.

      The perfect-sized waist was currently emphasized by a button-down plaid shirt she’d tucked into her dusty jeans and closed off with a light brown leather tool belt. His gaze raked her from head to toe and back again before drifting down to her feet, which were covered in well-worn scuffed work boots. He dragged his eyes back up to her face and zeroed in on those stunning eyes, currently shaded by the brim of her white construction hat.

      Holy shit. He must have stumbled across a fault line and precariously straddled both sides.

      “You’re wasting my time, mister.” She rubbed her forehead leaving a smudge of dirt behind. “Who are you? And what do you want? Make it quick because I have work to do.”

      “Frankie Stevens?” This pretty little thing with the raw, sexy voice and bedroom eyes couldn’t be the guy who’d called Kyle.

      “Look, I don’t have time for this shit.”

      And the mouth. His mother would have a field day washing this beauty’s mouth out with the dreaded soap she’d threatened him and his brothers with every time she heard them utter a curse word. Hell, he’d love the opportunity to do it.

      But Gabe had a better alternative. He pictured those luscious lips wrapped around his cock as she knelt before him, her hands braced against his thighs as she worked up and down his length, over and over, until she learned her lesson. He envisioned plenty of learning opportunities in her future.

      “You’re Frankie Stevens?” His big head already acknowledged the truth of the situation. His little head stood at attention, anxious for some playtime with this sexy, mouthy, sprite.

      She straightened her spine and frowned, but there was a hint of caution in her expression. “I am.” She dipped her chin and turned her head slightly, giving him a side-on look. “Who wants to know?”

      He finally found his manners and stuck out his hand. “Gabe McBride. My brother Kyle was supposed to let you know that I was coming today. He’s tied up with another client.” Oh Christ, now he had a vision of her bound to his bed with a scarf of green silk to match her eyes.

      Her shoulders sagged, her posture relaxed, and the scowl she’d been wearing disappeared, replaced with a look of relief. His sexual side took a step back and his protective side reared up. She took his hand, surprising him yet again with a firm grip and strong handshake. She had calluses on her palm. Somehow that turned him on even more.

      “Thank you for coming. I really hoped to handle this myself, but I’m running into a wall with deadlines looming. I could really use your help.”

      Gabe, usually a man in control, found he needed to forcibly stop staring directly at her if he wanted to gain any leverage in this situation. But that was no easy task. He cleared his throat and took a physical step out from her personal space. He immediately wanted to move right back into position and force her to look up at him. He imagined her eyes round and begging for his command. He shook it off.

      “My brother didn’t have time to give me any details. But I did take a walk around the back of the building. I noticed a few areas that will need to be addressed.” Although he was an owner in the security business, his brothers were the true experts in the field. But maybe it was time he stepped up to the plate and took a healthier interest in that part of his revenue stream.

      She waved away his remarks. “My men have that under control.”

      Now he was confused. “I don’t understand. I assumed you were having security problems here at the job site.”

      She shook her head. “Not here. At my construction trailer mostly. I’m hoping it’s just some kids playing around, figuring it would be fun to screw with me.”

      Although he was totally on board for his version of screwing with her, he straightened and tensed, finally getting his head—the proper one this time—back into the game. “I hear a ‘but’ on the end of that statement.”

      She sighed and sidled closer to him.

      He smelled a mixture of lilac and sawdust and it became his new favorite combination. He barely restrained himself from closing his eyes and leaning forward for a good sniff.

      She glanced over her shoulder.

      He followed her lead, but not before he let his wandering eyes drop to where her shirt stretched tight. He caught a glimpse of lace underneath. All boyish on the outside, but feminine underneath? What he wouldn’t do to get a closer look at the package underneath the wrapping.

      Most of her workers were in the shop and hard at work, not paying them any attention whatsoever. That one guy, however, the one who he’d spoken to, watched them with an eagle eye.

      She stepped closer.

      Gabe could see the pink lacy edge of her bra resting along her ample cleavage bared by the white T-shirt she wore under her button-up shirt. He could smell her shampoo now. That’s where the lilac smell came from.

      She wore not a speck of makeup, but her eyes, framed by thick, dark lashes, popped and sparkled. Not with fear, or even annoyance, as he would have expected. But good old-fashioned anger.

      “I think somebody is trying to put me out of business.”
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      “Why would somebody want to put your company out of business?”

      Frankie looked up at the tall, dark drink of water. And boy she was thirsty. Like trudging-through-the-desert-following-the-path-of-a-sandstorm thirsty.

      Her father always told her to stay away from guys like him. According to her dad, the good-looking ones were trouble. And this guy had won the lottery in the looks department.

      Taller than her by a foot at least, he had short, dark hair and stunning blue eyes she could happily drown in. His jeans hugged thighs that could crack walnuts she was sure, and she had the strangest urge to rip his shirt off his body and count the size of his pack. Because she’d bet the farm he had an impressive one hidden under there.

      Unfortunately, her mom hadn’t been around long enough to either contradict or agree with such sage advice, or pass along any other words of parental wisdom. But Frankie was certain her mom would have thrown up at least a few red flags. Because this guy looked like sin with a capital S.

      “Ms. Stevens?”

      People pictured construction workers slaving away shirtless in the hot sun, muscles bulging, beads of sweat trickling down their washboard abs as though competing in a moguls race. And of course, they wore nothing but frayed cut-offs, work boots, and a red bandanna tied around their head.

      Perhaps somewhere, but not on her job sites. She’d haul their ass to the table for lack of industry-approved personal protective equipment. She had rules, and they were there for a reason. Frayed shorts and topless workers had no place at a construction site. And her men most definitely couldn’t compete with the caliber of eye candy of one Mr. Gabe McBride.

      She sighed and rubbed at her right temple. “I’m beginning to think it’s not my business, but probably more specifically, me.”

      A crash inside the restaurant startled her, followed by a curse and a muttered apology.

      “I don’t understand. What would somebody have against you?” the very handsome Gabe McBride asked, completely ignoring the chaos behind her.

      Frankie assessed Mr. Sex-on-a-Stick. He looked rather adorable with his forehead all wrinkled and confusion marring his GQ-model face. The guy could rock the dark, brooding look. Dark hair, dark stubble, a dark look, and piercing eyes. Built like a professional body builder, the man packed muscles like she packed her laundry into her hamper—tight.

      Even leaning against his car, he towered over her. Normally she tried to avoid being in that position. She didn’t like giving anybody an edge that could be used to intimidate. For some reason, though, she didn’t feel threatened by this man in the least. But he sure as hell was one of the few specimens she’d seen of late who could tempt her focus away from the job for a few hours.

      “Did you not meet somebody’s schedule or something?” he asked.

      Damn. How disappointing. She felt like somebody had let the air out of her balloon. The poor guy must not be too bright. She’d have to spell it out for him.

      “I’ve got boobs.” She tucked her hands under her breasts and lifted, drawing his gaze straight to the offending pair of D’s.

      He blinked, and his top lip twitched like he was trying to hold in a chuckle. He looked rather uncomfortable. It was cute as hell.

      “Well, they are nice,” he stated deadpan.

      Wow, no drool or jerk comment. She released the treasures, oddly pleased at the compliment that typically pissed her off and had on occasion garnered a slap across the face. “I suppose. But they don’t have anything to do with construction,” she explained. “They know nothing about concrete, steel girders, wood, or crane operation. They don’t know how to estimate a job or manage one to make sure the project is completed when it’s supposed to be. They have no clue which trades to hire when, or what permits are needed before work can begin or be approved for occupation.” She tapped a finger lightly against her aching temple. “All that knowledge happens to be in here.” She waved a hand in front of her breasts like a model on a game show. “Not here.”

      He looked down at her, the oddest expression on his face. Then he smiled. And when those stunning lips curved up, the heavens opened and the angels sang the sweetest melody.

      The man had the most amazing smile. It absolutely made her giddy, and for some strange reason she had the insane urge to fall to her knees, wrap her hands around one muscular thigh, and rub her cheek against his flesh.

      What the fuck?

      “I’m sure your breasts have nothing to do with whatever you believe is happening,” he said.

      She gaped at him while he stood there all confident and knowledgeable-like. She’d homed in on the way he said breasts and immediately her tired brain filled with images of him hovering over her as he licked every inch of her naked body before he trailed his fingers down her spine, over her ass, only to tuck two of them deep inside her pussy, making her squirm and beg for release.

      She shook her head and pushed the picture aside for consideration later tonight when she ultimately dropped, exhausted, into her lonely bed. Hey, it would be nice to have new fodder for her dreams. “What I believe is that somebody doesn’t like the competition. They don’t like the fact that I know how to build things and they don’t like the fact that I’m now running the show instead of my father.”

      Did he have to look so fucking hot? Maybe it was the car. Any guy would look stellar leaning against a Porsche, wouldn’t they?

      “Where’s your father, if I may ask?”

      She sucked in a breath, the pain of losing her mentor and the man she’d loved most in the world still too fresh after a year. “He passed away.”

      “I’m sorry.” He paused. “Could it be one of your own crew?”

      She didn’t want to believe that but couldn’t deny the thought had crossed her mind. She shrugged. She truly hoped not. That would be a total blow to her ego, which was fragile enough these days when she found herself behind closed doors with the drapes closed tight.

      “I don’t think so. At least I hope not. I think somebody is angry my father left his company to me. Unfortunately for them, I intend to see it flourish.”

      “And can you do that?”

      Frankie opened her mouth, ready to blast him. But then she looked into his eyes and realized his question contained honest curiosity. He wasn’t belittling her ability to be successful in a predominantly man’s world.

      She took a deep breath, calming her heart rate and stifling her rush to jump to conclusions. “Yes, I can. I’ve been living in this world since I could walk. I’ve been doing this work since I could lift a hammer.” Tears sprung to her eyes, but she willed them away. “I’ve been running this company solo since the day my father suffered his first stroke.” The second one had killed him. She paused and then looked up into Mr. McBride’s face again, focusing on those compelling blue eyes. “I know construction, Mr. McBride. It’s my life. I love it. And I’m good at it.”

      She shut down the sales pitch, tucked her trembling fingers into the back pockets of her jeans, and dropped her chin. God, she missed her father.

      She loved hard work. She liked being in control. But she hated spilling her guts.

      “Then I guess we should have a chat about what’s been going on so my brothers and I can ensure you have a company to keep running.”
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      Gabe followed the lovely Ms. Stevens and her battered Ford pickup as they drove back to her office, which was actually no more than a construction trailer that had seen better days propped up on cement blocks on a large rural lot just outside of town.

      During the drive, he pondered the sexy, petite woman with the mouth of a…well a construction worker. The complete opposite of the women he typically found himself attracted to, and he couldn’t explain the draw. Lust probably. It had been a while since he’d played with anybody. Even longer since he’d been in a relationship of any length. Hell, he couldn’t remember the last female in his life he’d attached the label of girlfriend to.

      Gabe couldn’t put his finger on why this one tugged at him like a fish on the end of a hook. He’d always gravitated toward soft-spoken, girly-girls. Women who liked to dress pretty, liked pretty things, wanted a family, and would maybe consider being a stay-at-home mom for a few years. Those women tended to submit to his particular expectations rather easily.

      Frankie embodied none of those things. And he sure as hell could not see her willingly falling to her knees or bending over his lap. Though, the vision of her in those positions… Fuck. A rough groan worked its way up his throat. He usually had more control. He prided himself on his control. Gabe reached down and adjusted himself.

      Over the years, his brothers had ribbed him about his fantasy life partner. His mother often told him she’d taught him better. His father would no doubt roll over in his grave. Gabe wasn’t a chauvinist—far from it. He loved self-confident, self-sufficient, strong women. Hell, to put up with a man like him, she had to be able to hold her own. But he equally cherished the softer side of them. The side that wanted to be with a man like him. A man who liked to show women how special they were.

      After his father passed away, Gabe watched his mother work her ass off keeping things together for him and his brothers. She did what was necessary and ensured they never wanted for anything.

      When he was old enough, he got a job. He wanted to remove at least some of the burden from her shoulders. He was extremely proud of what she’d accomplished being the sole provider in the family for many years. But he worried she’d missed out on opportunities for happiness because she had three little boys depending on her. And he felt his father would have as well.

      Gabe didn’t want the woman he eventually settled down with to feel as though she had to work to support herself or their children. Likewise, he wasn’t a man who thought women had it easy. But he dreaded the thought of his wife returning home after a long day at the office and forcing a smile for him or their kids. He wanted her to have the freedom to spend as much time as she wished with them, not to only see them a few hours each day in the mad rush to get dinner on the table and homework completed before bedtime. His brothers teased him about being born in the wrong generation.

      Gabe pulled his Porsche in next to her truck. He climbed out from behind the steering wheel and took in his surroundings. In addition to the trailer, which was sheltered from the sun by two large maples, there was a large dump truck, a backhoe and a couple of pickups, all sporting her company logo.

      About twenty-five yards down the drive was a large multi-vehicle garage. Another twenty-five yards or so beyond that sat what he assumed to be the original farmhouse and a large red barn behind that. Even from where he stood, it was clear somebody with a loving touch had cared for the home over the years. All the buildings could use a coat of paint, but they were far from run down. The wrap-around veranda looked inviting with its swing and Adirondack chairs. Potted plants were scattered around the area, and pink and white rose bushes hid the porch skirting and added splashes of color. A flagstone path led the way to the porch steps. Lush green grass covered the property.

      Opposite the string of buildings, a washed-out white fence stretched from the very front of the property where it edged up to the road, all the way to the line of trees at the back. He easily pictured horses grazing in that enclosure. Wildflowers sprang up here and there along the fence and the tree line.

      Frankie joined him. “Sorry you had to drive to the job site. We could have actually just met here.”

      “No worries.”

      “Come on inside,” she beckoned. “Everyone is out on job sites, so we can talk in private.”

      He nodded toward the house. “Is that where you live?”

      She glanced up the road. “Yeah. I grew up here.”

      “It’s a nice home. Just you?”

      “Me and my sister.”

      “Do you manage the upkeep yourself?”

      She cocked her head as she stared at him, her stance rigid. “I do.” The challenge, in her eyes and in her tone, rang clear as a bell. She turned away. “Follow me.”

      Had he imagined the hitch in her voice? The barely there shimmer of tears in her eyes before she gave him her back? Rather than make her feel awkward, he refrained from saying anything more and simply trailed behind her. Besides, the view was anything but boring.

      The inside of the trailer looked like any other trailer he’d been in, only cleaner. Did that mean she liked order? Preferred neatness, even in an environment prone to dirt and chaos?

      Inside her small office at the back of the trailer, she slipped past a vertical filing cabinet and moved around a steel-framed desk to sit in her high-backed chair, pointing to one of her two guest chairs, indicating he should sit.

      “Do you work with your brother often?” she asked, fingering a small bouquet of purple and white flowers perched on the corner of her desk, probably picked from her own field.

      Gabe nodded as he fit his large frame into the small arm chair. “Brothers, and yes. We actually have two businesses. Kyle and Kade generally take the lead on the security side of things, while I tend to manage our other one.”

      She pursed her lips. A look of frustration crossed her face as she leaned back. He half expected her to cross her arms over her generous chest and huff.

      “Are we wasting time here?” she asked. “If you can’t help me—”

      He raised his right hand. “I didn’t say I couldn’t help. I simply said they tend to take the lead on this side of the business. But I’m perfectly capable of helping you with whatever security issues you have.”

      She didn’t look convinced.

      “Listen, tell me what the problem is and if it’s not my area of expertise, I will happily,” not, “get one of my brothers on the job.” For some reason the mere thought of Frankie Stevens sitting across from Kyle, or even Kade, just rubbed him the wrong way.

      She chewed the inside of her cheek for a long moment.

      He waited. He was good at waiting, though the dominant in him reared up, ready to scold her and tell her to stop doing that.

      “Fine.” She relented and slumped a bit in her chair. She weaved her fingers together and settled her hands in her lap. “After my father passed away, I took over the company. Things were going OK for the first couple of months, but then I started noticing a few things that didn’t seem quite right.”

      “Like what?”

      “We weren’t getting jobs.”

      “Don’t you bid on work like any other contractor? The process should work fairly if you meet the requirements, are qualified to do the work, and provide the lower bid.”

      “Exactly. That’s how it works for larger jobs. And I happen to know we should have been the winning bid on many occasions.”

      “But—”

      This time she stuck her hand up.

      Even though she tried to look like one of the guys, the pink nail polish definitely took her out of the running. Did she wear the same shade on her toes?

      “Large or small, these are people my father worked with for years. Contracts that he would have won with ease. I’m not trying to be egotistical, because we certainly didn’t get every job we bid on when he was alive. And I don’t expect to win every project now. But we got enough work then that when we’re now suddenly getting much fewer, it begins to look suspicious.”

      He’d grant her that as a possibility.

      “Then there are the break-ins.”

      He straightened in his chair. “Somebody’s been breaking into your job sites?”

      She shook her head. “No. At least not yet. They’ve been breaking in here.”

      He automatically looked around, alarmed that somebody was trespassing on her property, getting close to her home. A home that two young women lived in alone. “Have they stolen anything?”

      “A few small tools. Nothing major or not easily replaceable, so far. But it’s still a nuisance. What’s worse is the equipment they damaged.” She shook her head. “Whoever’s doing it knows something about what they’re doing.”

      “How long has this been going on?” he asked.

      She glanced out the window and then dropped her gaze down to the photos on her desk. One, a black and white of a married coupled he assumed were her parents, and the other a pair of young girls smiling. The younger one sat atop a chestnut horse. The older girl stood next to the animal’s head, holding the reins, both beaming for the camera.

      Gabe realized the flowers and the two photos were the only personal touches in the room.

      She sighed and returned her attention back to him, reaching out to brush her thumb down the glass of the photo of the married couple. “As far as the break-ins go, I didn’t think anything of it the first time or two. And yes, I did initially chalk up it up to kids pulling pranks.”

      “But?” Gabe pressed. She had said initially. So something changed.

      She hesitated and he could see the conflict in her face.

      “But what changed the playing field for me was after the brakes failed on one of the trucks. My godfather was moving it for me. He could have been seriously hurt. I started taking it a lot more seriously then.”

      Now he felt her concern. “Somebody took out the brakes? You’re sure?”

      “Yes. Positive. Somebody bled them almost dry. Thankfully Lawrence was on the property and not going fast when they actually failed. It could have been one of my men out on the main road where he or somebody else could have truly been hurt.” Her eyebrows furrowed in worry, and her eyes turned a shade greener in anger.

      “When did all of this start happening?” Gabe asked.

      “The first time was about eight months after my dad died. They waited another month before they tried something again. The more serious ones have been in the last month or so. That’s why I decided to call McBride Security. This isn’t something I can handle on my own anymore.”

      “You probably should have called us sooner.” From the sound of it, she was lucky nobody had been hurt or around when the vandals decided to make an appearance. He shuddered to think what could have happened if she or her sister were here and inadvertently walked in on something.

      “It pisses me off more than anything,” she said. “What angers me most though, is they seem to get into the trailer with ease, and they’ve gone through my things.”

      “How do you know?” he asked.

      “They move my stuff around.” She cocked her head toward her desk. “My family picture is moved. My plant. Things in my drawers and filing cabinets are sifted through. Nothing obvious to anyone other than to me. But I feel violated. They’ve been in my personal space.” She sighed heavily. “A couple of weeks ago, they ripped up drawings for a new project I was bidding on.”

      “Why would somebody want to do that?” It seemed rather childish or stalker-ish, depending how you looked at it.

      “To fuck with me?” She shook her head. “I don’t know. I like control. I like my office and the trailer to be neat. Just because I work in construction doesn’t mean the place needs to look like a construction site.”

      “Maybe it is just kids, at least some of it.” He remembered sneaking onto job sites as a kid. Standing next to large equipment was thrilling, making a young boy feel so much smaller. And who could resist seeing a little boy’s toy in real-life size? His father had caught him and his friends once, not long before he died, and it was the last time. But, to be honest, this didn’t feel like the work of a group of boys looking to get into trouble.

      She started to roll her eyes but stopped. “I don’t think so. Kids would be random. The first time that’s exactly what it seemed to be and why I disregarded it.”

      “Could still be random vandalism,” he commented.

      “If the drawings had been on top of the pile or in the pile at all, or my personal things clearly moved around I’d agree. But these were filed in my desk. They had to look for and find them, when that pretty stack out on the conference table could have sufficed.”

      Gabe remembered seeing the neat stack of drawings she referred to. Easily visible and available to anybody walking through the door. Kids out for a good time would be more interested in a grab and dash. They wouldn’t stick around to look for something specific and risk being caught.

      “And the damage to the vehicles, and Lawrence’s near miss just doesn’t convince me it’s a bunch of boys out for a thrill.”

      At least she was smart enough to ask for help when she needed it. “Any trouble with any of your crew? Infighting among the guys?”

      “No.”

      “What about other companies?”

      “Not that I’m aware of.”

      “Anybody showing a professional interest in your company?” Gabe asked.

      “Um…”

      He stilled. “Somebody looking to buy it?”

      She shifted in her chair. “Yes. A few months ago, I turned down an offer to be bought out by a larger company.”
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      She had his full attention now. The look in his eyes intensified, the angles on his face hardened giving him an even edgier and more brooding look than before.

      “Who tried to buy you out?” He’d taken his phone from the holster attached to his belt, punched a few buttons and looked up at her expectantly, his thumbs hovering over the keypad.

      “Diamond Construction.” She waited while he typed that information into his phone.

      “Was it a generous offer? Perhaps something too good to be true?”

      “It was more than reasonable,” she said. “But I wasn’t interested.”

      He glanced up at her. “Why not?”

      She looked at him pointedly. “Because I have no plans to sell my company.”

      “OK. About this Diamond—”

      “I don’t think it was them,” she cut him off.

      He paused and raised his head, his gaze pinned to hers. Never mind his eyes, the man had one hell of a sexy mouth. Damn, what would those lips feel like brushing over hers? Or even better, other parts of her body that hadn’t experienced the touch of a lover’s tongue in far too long?

      “Why not?”

      She licked her lips and cleared her throat. Was it hot in here? “I’ve known Lawrence Diamond since I was a baby. He and my father grew up together and were best friends.”

      “And competitors,” he noted.

      “Yes. But it was never a problem for them, and there was plenty of work to go around.” Her father and Lawrence often recommended each other to clients when they had too much on their own plates. They even shared some jobs during slow times over the years.

      Gabe’s insinuation fell flat. Lawrence would never try to push her out of the business. He loved her as if she were his own daughter.

      “But now your father is gone. Maybe he wants to sweep in and pick up the extra work,” Gabe suggested as he shrugged one massive shoulder. “He is a businessman with employees and bills to pay.”

      “He wouldn’t do that to me. He’s my godfather, he loves me. I spent my childhood going between my father’s construction sites and his. He’s taught me half of what I know.”

      “Then why offer to buy you out?”

      “Because he knows how much I loved my father and how much it kills me to keep working without him by my side,” she said. “He thought it might ease the pain if I didn’t have to face everything my father worked so hard to build every single day.” She paused and took a deep breath, her gaze drifting to the picture of her parents. One of the few photos she had of her mother.

      “But he also knows how much I love this work. And that, because of how much I loved my father, I would do everything I could to keep the company going in his
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