
        
            
                
            
        

    
	Into his life she came—wanting... willing... wanton.

	 

	 

	It’s no ordinary morning when Toni Starr arrives at Zach’s garage. Flat broke, with a past she won’t share, Toni’s instantly taken by such a potently virile man. Direct and unashamed, she tells him she’s a motorcycle performance artist who needs work and knows motors.

	Zach knows women, and Toni’s unlike any he’s met. Lushly sensuous, exceedingly assured, she’d easily be his match in business and bed. A provocative challenge that stirs him as nothing has since losing his wife. A chance he’s reluctant to take, offering no more than a month’s employment, then she’ll have to be on her way.

	The hours tick by. Each word and glance intensifies their denied yet escalating desire, forcing them to surrender to passion. Driven by carnal hunger, conquered by yearning, they face the unforeseen truth of Toni’s past and a future neither of them expected.
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	To lovers everywhere who’ve found a second chance at happiness.

	 


Chapter One

	 

	 

	Toni Starr propped her shoulder against a storefront on the deserted street, ignoring her thirst, the heat, and her weariness. For too many years, she’d yearned for a place to call her own where she’d always belong.

	Wouldn’t happen in this small town.

	Hopefully, the automotive service shop across the street would open before a merchant, or worse, a cop showed up and ran her off.

	Please, not that. She couldn’t walk another step.

	The metal doors for Brody’s Auto Repair rattled upward for the day’s business.

	Her pulse picked up.

	A man inside the building gripped a clipboard holding numerous papers. The bays were empty except for cars, no other employees having arrived. Nor were there any customers waiting at the glass door in front.

	An old Tim McGraw tune poured from inside, the singer’s resonant voice subdued by heartache.

	Her fatigue and uncertainty retreated, replaced by interest in the man. Surely over six feet, he looked early thirties or so and filled out his white cotton tee and worn jeans nicely.

	She managed a small breath.

	Solid didn’t begin to address his broad shoulders, sculpted chest, and muscular biceps. Faded denim hugged his powerful legs, and the meaty bulge behind his fly.

	Her mouth watered despite the worsening heat and the mess she was in.

	He turned to the side, taking his best parts from her view.

	Disappointed, she craned her neck.

	Blond locks streaked his light brown hair, worn longish on the top and sides, wonderfully tousled as if he’d finger-combed it after he’d rolled out of bed.

	He certainly hadn’t shaved.

	Short, dark bristles shadowed his cheeks, firm jaw, and upper lip, his beginning beard virile and wholly masculine, complementing his rich, sensuous mouth.

	Her stomach fluttered, and her thoughts roamed at being in his strong arms, safe from hurt the world seemed determined to inflict. His big body pressed close, hard, and protective.

	He strode to a Saturn in the middle bay, favoring his right leg. Not a limp exactly, more a hesitation in his fluid gait. The way a man would walk after straining the muscles in his calf.

	Pain flickered across his handsome features, followed by what might have been sorrow or regret.

	As quickly as the emotion surfaced, it passed. His face grew impassive, all business, his attention torn between the car and his clipboard, then something to the left in the work area. Crossing it, he again depended more on his right leg, stopped at a small refrigerator, and pulled out a bottled water. He placed it on a waist-high metal cabinet that likely held tools. Forearms on it, he bent his head to the papers, reading the first then the next.

	She couldn’t tell if he owned the place or simply managed it. More importantly, whether he’d listen to her and have the authority to do what she needed.

	Desperation returned. Perspiration trickled down her cheek. She squinted at the unforgiving sun streaming over distant mountains and past the flat-faced buildings on her side. Those rays hit the garage full-on, bathing it in the light, seeming to direct her.

	Go on. Before anyone else shows up.

	Queasy with uncertainty, she pushed away from the gift shop. The small downtown area was quiet, the other storefront businesses closed. No cars rolled down the narrow two-lane street. No locals or visitors noticed her. Nor did he. His focus remained on the papers, shoulders relaxed.

	He pushed a wayward lock behind his ear.

	She liked his hair and battered cowboy boots. They fit him as well as everything else did in this town. He belonged. She didn’t.

	Too late to turn back now.

	With the sun at her back and her heart pounding, she trudged toward him.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Zach Brody yawned and reached for his bottled water.

	A gentle breeze wafted in, bearing an unexpected fragrance: a decadent mixture of leather and a flowery scent. Bold yet gentle. Hard yet soft.

	A shadow fell across the metal cabinet and today’s work orders.

	Forgetting his water, he turned.

	The outside light silhouetted a woman, the rays skimming her hair, cut in a layered style, the color so black there were faint blue highlights. The glare from behind hid her features but not her full length.

	Tallish, at five-nine or so, she had nice curves and long legs.

	Heat rushed from his chest to his groin, and his cock stirred, proving what he already knew. Although his heart had been immune to love for nearly two years, and the complications it represented, especially loss, the rest of him still lusted.

	His chest tightened, and his mouth went dry.

	She lowered something to the concrete floor. “Are you the owner?”

	New warmth arrowed down to his shaft, making it even stiffer and tightening his balls. To say her voice was smoky was an understatement. The deep, throaty pitch reminded him how a woman sounds once she’s sated by sex—a long, hard, satisfying fuck on a blistering summer afternoon.

	She stepped to the left.

	The sun hit him full in the eyes. He squinted and pushed away from the cabinet, pausing at the pain and stiffness in his left leg. Gritting his teeth, he gave his limb a moment to relax before he regarded her.

	His heartbeat quickened.

	She wore snug leather pants and a jacket, both garments supple and black, the outfit covering her from toes to throat. He couldn’t hide his surprise. Although it wasn’t yet eight o’clock, late spring mornings in this part of Arizona heated up fast. From a cool sixty degrees at sunrise, the temperature had already reached the mid-seventies. Hadn’t she noticed?

	Her biker boots were definitely kickass. A helmet dangled from her left hand. She’d lowered a fringed saddlebag to the floor.

	Her leather jacket molded itself to her full, ripe breasts.

	They rose slightly each time she inhaled.

	He remembered to breathe and lifted his gaze to hers.

	Something inside him shifted, heightening his senses, his awareness of colors and textures pronounced.

	Her pale skin had a dewy quality only youth could provide, telling him she couldn’t be more than mid-twenties. Her blue-green eyes were amazing. There simply wasn’t another word to fit such an unusual shade. Coupled with her raven hair and the black leather, he couldn’t stop staring. She wasn’t the most beautiful woman he’d ever seen or even conventionally pretty.

	Rather, she was decidedly interesting and effortlessly sensual without seeming to realize it, while her gaze... Although direct, it was oddly vulnerable, encouraging a man to do whatever she proposed.

	Perspiration slid from her temple to her downy cheek. Damp hair stuck to it. She glanced at the water he’d left on the cabinet.

	He twisted off the cap and offered her the beverage along with an answer to what she’d asked. A question he just recalled. “Yeah, I’m the owner. Zach Brody.”

	Her gaze flicked from the bottle to him and back. “Thanks.” She took the water

	Their fingers touched.

	Nerve endings fired, stealing his breath and stalling his next comment. He released the bottle and glanced past for her bike.

	Wasn’t out front.

	Maybe it broke down farther up the street. That had to be why she was here.

	Eyes closed, head tilted back, she enjoyed long gulps of the chilled water, her slender throat bobbing with each swallow.

	A faint blue vein ran down her neck. He had an insane urge to touch it.

	She stopped drinking, the almost empty bottle still to her mouth. A delighted whimper escaped her.

	Zach figured he should get her another water, in case she wanted more, but couldn’t move.

	A wayward breeze ruffled her hair. The town stirred. Tires from a car or pickup hummed down the street. A vehicle door thudded. Faint voices drifted from up the street, around Hector and Em’s diner.

	The radio in here played a LeAnn Rimes tune. Her clear, powerful voice swept across the work area as she sang about living without her man.

	The young woman upended the bottle and finished the last drop. Eyes still closed, she brought the container down and pressed it to her forehead, her cheek, her throat, moaning softly at its cool, damp bite.

	Warmth roared through him, along with too much need he didn’t want to feel or address. Shaking off his arousal, he backed up to the fridge and pulled out another water.

	She ran her tongue over her plump bottom lip.

	Warning himself not to stare, he stopped well short of her and put out his hand for the empty bottle.

	She offered it with a smile.

	He returned it easily, something rushing between them, inviting him closer.

	Surprised at his reaction, he locked his knees to keep from moving and killed his grin. Since losing Meg, he hadn’t—or rather his mind hadn’t—responded this strongly to any woman and certainly not a customer.

	He took the empty bottle from her and offered the new one, behaving as the professional he was supposed to be rather than a hormone-soaked teen.

	Something flickered in her eyes.

	If he had to guess, he would have said disappointment or resignation, certainly embarrassment. Her cheeks had colored.

	She took the bottle. “Thanks. You’re sure you don’t mind if I have this?”

	Her hesitation touched him. Fuck, it was only water. “Not at all. If you want another after that one, just say the word. What’s wrong with your bike?”

	After finishing her swallow, she held the bottle to her cheek and inhaled deeply. Her lids slipped down. “My bike?”

	“Your cycle.”

	She pressed the bottle to her neck. Water or perspiration slid beneath the leather, travelling to her breasts.

	He cleared his throat but still had difficulty speaking. “Whatever you drove to get here.”

	She lifted the bottle to her temple and shook her head gently.

	He didn’t understand. “You did drive here, right?”

	“No.” She finished another long sip and swiped her hand across her mouth. Water clung tenaciously to the corners.

	He had trouble concentrating. “So how’d you get here?”

	“I hitched a ride.” She rested the bottle on her left wrist. Her black helmet swung back and forth like a pendulum. “And then I walked.”

	Dark brown dust coated her biker boots and the bottom of her leather pants. “From where?”

	“The next town over. I don’t recall its name.”

	The only town in the vicinity happened to be several miles north and not connected to this one by a local road. The sole way to get to it by car was over the interstate. On foot, as the crow flies, one had to hike through a wash bordered by chaparral thick with cottonwood trees, junipers, snakes, scorpions, and lizards. Which she’d apparently done.

	He hadn’t a clue why. The other town had a repair shop. His was better, but only locals would know that.

	She definitely wasn’t from around here.

	A drop slid down her chin, hung on for a moment then fell to her jacket near her right breast.

	With concentrated effort, he focused on their conversation and forced himself to sound far more casual than he felt. “And you’re here in my garage because?”

	“I’m flat broke. I have nowhere else to go. I need a job.”

	 


Chapter Two

	 

	 

	At Toni’s confession, surprise registered in his eyes, their color more amber than hazel, making his long lashes and eyebrows seem even darker, erotic, dangerous.

	The way he’d looked at her as their gazes first met.

	Carnal promise filled his face then, the slight acceleration in his breathing, his increasing intensity, proving his arousal.

	He’d checked his response. Not because he was married—he wore no ring. His too-early arrival at the shop further convinced her he was currently unattached or divorced.

	Maybe he’d tamed his reaction so as not to spook her. She liked that, admiring restraint in a man, being able to control himself around a female, respecting boundaries until she invited him inside, understanding the difference between right and wrong.

	Joe hadn’t appreciated the distinction, nor had he cared. Propriety, common decency, her saying ‘no’ had meant nothing to him. And so she’d had to leave. There’d been no other choice.

	Sorrow and fury rose within her, which she pushed back quickly, not allowing it to wound. Too many years had passed, too many miles. Sometimes she found it hard to remember the many places she’d stopped in or to consider where she might be a month from now and at some distant time in the future.

	Until then, she was here with Zach.

	For the time being.

	Not wanting to think about being turned down, she indulged in this pleasant moment instead. His clean, soapy scent tightened her nipples and weakened every other part of her. To bury her face in his neck, savor his heat and fragrance, have him hold her, talk to her, get to know and like her would be so sweet.

	She wasn’t asking for the moon or forever after. Early on, she’d learned that fantasy didn’t exist. A little kindness and friendship wouldn’t be so hard to give, would it?

	He glanced at the street.

	If he was looking for her bike, he’d never find it there, which would lead him to ask where it was. She’d tell him in time when she had no other choice.

	“A job?” Giving her no chance to respond, he shook his head. “Sorry, but I don’t need a receptionist. I handle the customers.”

	“Who works on the vehicles?”

	He lifted his dark eyebrows. “My two mechanics.”

	“That aren’t here. I am.”

	His eyebrows kept inching up as his gaze drifted down her body, settling on her breasts. “You’re a mechanic?”

	“I can repair cars or cycles.” Her next words spilled out before she could stop them. “Lucky taught me.”

	“Lucky?”

	“Just give me a chance to prove myself.” She rested her helmet on the cabinet. The metal vibrated slightly from its weight. “I’m the best damn mechanic there is.”

	Before he could challenge her statement, she backed toward the red Saturn SC2, a two-door she guessed to be eighteen years old. Paint bubbled on its roof. Part of the rubber molding on the passenger door was missing. “What’s wrong with it?”

	He leaned against the cabinet, feet crossed at the ankles, arms folded over his broad chest.

	Stalling for an answer?

	Without warning, a slow, sexy grin spread across his face. “You mean the best damn mechanic there is doesn’t know?”

	She liked his teasing. She could spend days with his smile, content to be the reason for it.

	Pretending offense, she lifted her chin. “Even though I can fix anything you put in front of me, unfortunately, I’m not psychic.”

	His smile faded, his caution returning.

	She pointed to his clipboard. “Can I see the work order?”

	The papers fluttered in the mild breeze. He didn’t offer them to her. A song reached its last chords on the radio. The station’s peppy deejay counted down the artists whose recordings he’d just played. Finished, he extolled the hearty breakfasts offered at the Last Chance Diner.

	Zach was going to tell her to get lost. She could feel it and had to stop him. “Look, I need the job, and you obviously could use the help.” She gestured to the filled bays and toward the fenced lot she’d seen earlier while awaiting his arrival. Vehicles filled it, too.

	He didn’t glance that way or respond.

	Worry gnawed at her, giving her the courage she needed to see this through and win unless he physically escorted her out or called the cops.

	He didn’t seem that kind of man. Beneath his surprise at learning she was broke, empathy and kindness had shone in his eyes. She inclined her head to the Saturn. “What’s wrong with it?”

	He grabbed the clipboard, flipped through several pages, and read. “Doesn’t run good.”

	She laughed. It sounded a bit shrill. “That’s your mechanic’s assessment?”

	Fighting a smile, he shook his head. “That’s what Amy Dobson said. Tucson address. Must be a tourist.” He ran his finger down the sheet. “The engine’s hard to start, and it runs rough.”

	“It’s older than a two thousand two, right?”

	His eyes widened. “Two thousand to be exact.”

	With a shrug, she made an educated guess. “Needs plugs.”

	Zach’s eyebrows didn’t lower.

	Maybe she should clarify. “Spark plugs.”

	“Yeah, I know what they are.” He tossed the clipboard on the cabinet. The metal vibrated loudly. “Lucky teach you about spark plugs?”

	She cursed her big mouth. “Care to make a bet that I’m right?”

	He ran his thumb over his bristly jaw. “Thought you didn’t have any money.”

	“I don’t. I’m willing to bet my job here if I’m wrong, which I’m not.”

	He didn’t comment.

	She smiled. “Scared you’re mistaken about me?”

	Color rose to his face, darkening his bronzed complexion. A car raced down the otherwise placid street. He looked over at the noise. “It’s not a matter of that.”

	“Then, let me show you what I can do.” Not waiting for his response or rejection, she unzipped her leather jacket and pulled it off.

	He stared at her black tank top. The tight, stretchy material clung to her and stopped short of her waist, revealing a sliver of skin above her pants.

	She joined him, folded her jacket inside out and draped it over her helmet, close to his side. “Where do you keep your ratchet wrenches and rags?”

	Renewed amazement played across his face.

	“I just want to take a look.” She lifted her hands in concession. “I won’t hurt it.”

	He grew thoughtful then pushed away from the cabinet and pulled open a drawer.

	As she grabbed the tool, he tossed a rust-colored rag on the cabinet.

	“Thanks.” She smiled. “Excuse me.” She leaned past him to take the rag.

	Their biceps touched.

	He inhaled deeply.

	A delicious shiver ran through her. She lifted her face to his. Dark brown ringed his irises, enhancing the gold. Green flecks added more color. He wore the look he had upon first seeing her. Purely male. Nearly predatory. Her heart thrummed in appreciation.

	Interest flared in his eyes but died quickly. He stepped back, breaking their contact.

	She hid her regret. “Is it always so hot around here?”

	He rubbed his neck. “Only after the sun rises.”

	“Tell me about it.” She kept her mood breezy. “At dawn, I was freezing. Now though...” Giving him no chance to comment, she returned to the Saturn and addressed it. “Okay, cupcake, let’s have a look under your skirts. Don’t worry, mama won’t hurt you.”

	She opened the hood.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	What in the fuck are you doing? Tell her to leave.

	Words wouldn’t come to Zach. Her slender, toned arms were as pale and dewy as the rest of her. When she’d taken off her leather jacket, her fragrance drifted over him, making him damn near dizzy. Who in the hell was she? What was she doing here? In Indulgence of all places?

	He stepped closer. Pain shot down his leg. For once, the agony wasn’t so bad. Gaping at her comforted his battered muscles better than Advil.

	She bent to the motor and carefully wiped the area around the plugs.

	Like she knew what she was doing. Who are you? For some reason, he wanted to know everything about her when he’d never been this curious about a stranger. “What’s your name?”

	She continued working, not bothering to glance over. “Look at my jacket and you’ll see... if you want.”

	He did, liking how she teased, but he was still confused.

	The moment he lifted her garment from the cabinet, her flowery scent mixed with leather washed over him. His throat tightened, making it impossible to swallow, and his cock pressed against his fly, wanting out.

	Doing his best to ignore his lust, he searched for and found the inside label.

	She laughed. A deep, throaty sound that plumped his balls. “Not there. Look on the outside, the back.”

	He preferred watching her.

	Their gazes locked.

	The air grew heavier than it had been. Sounds faded. Colors brightened.

	Say something.

	He didn’t know what.

	She looked like she might speak, but didn’t, and broke contact first. Head tilted to the engine, she used the ratchet with skill, as though it had always been a part of her hand. She didn’t appear to mind the grease, oil, and muck found in any garage.

	She turned her face to the side but didn’t look at him. “Do you see it?”

	Zach had no idea what she was talking about, and then he remembered... her name. Black rhinestones decorated the jacket back. He grinned. The gems caught the light, winked it back, and spelled out letters in a modified script.

	He read out loud, “Toni Starr.” The name sounded comfortable on his lips, though not entirely real.

	“That’s me.”

	No woman he knew wore neck-to-toe leather along with a possibly fake name printed in sparkly letters on her jacket. She had to be a performer. A stripper?

	Are you nuts? A stripper who knows auto repair? “What’s your line of work?”

	“Auto mechanic, once you hire me.”

	He didn’t try to stop his smile. “What was your line of work yesterday?”

	“I was looking for a job. I went through two towns north of here.”

	Those garage names flashed in his mind. He lowered her jacket to the cabinet and pinched his nose, imagining her walking the five or so miles between those two places unless she hitched a ride. “What was your job last week?”

	Laughter spilled from her.

	He suspected she enjoyed dodging his questions. “Come on. Give.”

	“If you insist. I’m a motorcycle performance artist.”

	Zach dropped his hand and forgot what he’d intended to say.

	Bent at the waist over the motor, she looked at him, while her sweet ass...

	Perspiration ran down his chest and back. She’d assumed the perfect position for him to mount her, just like in a horny male fantasy or a triple X-rated film about a garage owner and a motorcycle performance artist.

	His balls hurt, and the skin on his cock seemed ready to split with nowhere for his erection to go, no place to find relief except in his mind. There, all hell broke loose, images rising to show him unbuttoning and unzipping her leather pants, peeling them from her plush hips and succulent ass.

	The leather would surely resist, clinging to her flesh, not wanting to leave its fragrant home. She’d wiggle slightly, helping him. The movement would deliver more of her sweet, sultry scent.

	With her pants to her knees, he’d stroke the furrow between her cheeks and dip beneath her thong. It had to be black to match her other clothing unless it was red. Oh, yeah. Red silk bordered with black lace.

	New pictures unwound in his brain, creating scenes showing irresistible lust. Him caressing her hot, moist flesh. Her damp pussy slick with arousal. Her vaginal lips plump with need. The decadent aroma of her female musk beneath her flowery scent and the leather. Him mounting her, burrowing his cock into her narrow, heated sheath, tunneling as deep as he could go. Burying himself. Losing himself.

	In a woman who wasn’t anything like Meg.

	Memories of his late wife drifted close: her long blonde hair, brown eyes, the dimples in each cheek when she smiled or laughed. He tensed against the familiar pain that always accompanied his thoughts about her. This morning, grief was on the mild side. Time had blunted the emptiness and the blame he’d heaped upon himself.

	Not certain whether to feel relieved or guiltier than before, he stared at Toni. A stranger who wore her name—fake or otherwise—on her jacket, was flat broke and had worked as a motorcycle performance artist. The job title nearly made him grin. “You’re a what?”

	“Daredevil.” She spoke casually as most would as they explained being teachers, waitresses, or convenience store clerks, not daredevils. “Next month, when the circuit starts up again, I’ll be following it as I always do.”

	Until then, she needed a job here, walking through the heat, brush, and God knew what else to reach his business. “What happened to your bike? Did someone steal it?”

	Her face clouded, her playful mood gone. She focused on the motor rather than him. “In a manner of speaking.”

	Zach wondered where she’d learned to dodge questions so well. “If someone took it, shouldn’t you be talking to the sheriff or the local police and your insurance agent?”

	“Nope.”

	“Why not?”

	She gripped the wrench so tightly, her knuckles blanched.

	He should have backed off, but couldn’t. “What happened? Did someone you know take it?”

	“I wish.” She sagged. “Before you ask anything else, I can’t call any insurance agent since I don’t have one. I can’t afford to buy the product. And the sheriff’s the one who has my bike.” Straightened, she gestured to the car’s guts. “It does need new plugs. There’s a nasty oil leak in there that’s going to cause them to fail eventually. They’re coated with the stuff.”

	Zach couldn’t have cared less about the motor. “Why does the sheriff have your bike?”

	“The usual reasons.”

	His frustration fought with his amusement. She was really something. What exactly, he wasn’t altogether certain. However, he couldn’t deny how much he enjoyed her verbal gymnastics. “Which are?”

	She wiped her fingers on the rag. “I was at that farm supply store north of here, putting on a performance in the lot.” She snuck a look at him then examined her nails and scrubbed them with the cloth. “I wasn’t hurting anything. I wasn’t anywhere near the damned store. I was just trying to make some cash until I can get back on the circuit.”

	She shrugged. “The crowd was building up really well, and then a deputy appeared out of nowhere. He wanted proof of insurance, which I didn’t have, and my permit to perform, which I also didn’t have.” She rolled her eyes. “Before I knew it, he was calling a towing company and impounding my bike. When I couldn’t pay the fine, the judge sentenced me to three days in jail and told me they’d keep my bike and driver’s license until I could pay the fees and get insurance.”

	Her nonchalance about the matter surprised him, along with something else. “You couldn’t call your folks to have them bail you out?”

	Her features darkened. She averted her gaze and watched the few cars going down the street. “Every day my bike’s in impound, they tack on more storage fees. What a racket, huh? I figure after a month here, fixing these babies,” she rapped her knuckles against the Saturn, “I’ll have enough to get my bike, some cheapo insurance, and take off, just in time for the start of the season.”

	Sounded reasonable for someone who led such an unconventional life and apparently did it alone.

	Why that disturbed him, he hadn’t a clue. She was a stranger. As interesting as the last few minutes had been, it wasn’t his job to help her.

	He was curious about her family, though, if she was on the outs with her parents. And who the fuck was Lucky? Zach guessed an ex, either boyfriend or husband.

	She lowered the hood. “You need the help.”

	The cars in the bay evidenced as much, along with those in the lot. Work that kept him busy at night after his mechanics left, sparing him from thinking too much, wondering what might have been if he hadn’t lost Meg.

	“Sorry.” He cleared the catch in his voice, emotion he forced down. “I can’t hire you.”

	Sadness pinched her features. “Sure you can.” She spoke softly, without accusation. “But you won’t.”

	He wanted to explain, to look away, but couldn’t.

	Their silence grew, allowing other sounds to intrude. Carrie Underwood’s latest hit played on the radio. A jet rumbled overhead on its journey west, possibly to Los Angeles or Hawaii. Children’s voices, shrill with excitement, urged their parents to hurry down the street.

	“It’s okay.” Toni gave him a resigned smile. “At least I gave it a shot.” She cleaned the wrench. After putting the tool back in its drawer, she folded the rag and left it on top of the cabinet.

	Each movement delivered her scent. Perspiration beaded on her throat. A small mole graced her left biceps, a solitary mark amidst all that pale skin.

	His heart beat too quickly. Unable to stop himself, he wanted to know about her. “Where will you go now?”

	She lifted her narrow shoulders. “The next repair shop that might need help. Do you mind?” She gestured to a container with hand cleaning wipes.

	Zach shook his head.

	She scrubbed her hands, pitched the wipe in the trash, and reached for her jacket.

	He touched her wrist, stopping her. Her skin was silkier than he’d imagined. Pleasure jolted through him. He struggled to calm himself. “You said you were flat broke. Does that mean you have no money at all?”

	Her mouth trembled, showing him the fear she tried so hard to hide. His gut ached at how lost she looked.

	She pushed away the emotion and grew aloof. “If I did have funds, I wouldn’t be here.”

	Not good enough. He wanted a real explanation. What in the fuck could have happened in her life to have brought her to this sorry point? “When was the last time you ate?”

	Bewilderment crossed her face. “At the shelter last night.”

	“You’re staying there?”

	“Not again. It’s hardly permanent housing. There are a lot of mothers with little kids who need the facilities more than I do.”

	Zach placed her jacket on an adjacent counter.

	Her face lit up. “You’re hiring me after all?”

	He cupped her elbow and stroked her smooth, hot skin, the movement independent of his brain and good sense. “I’m buying you breakfast.” It was the least he could do. “Come on.”

	 


Chapter Three

	 

	 

	Zach’s sensuous touch, firm caress, and restrained strength undid Toni. She couldn’t recall the last time a man had treated her with such respect and consideration. Desire built, making her warmer than she already was, pushing away aching loneliness, encouraging her to edge closer to him.

	She stopped herself before she did. She needed a job, not him to touch her, no matter how pleasant. She required work, not simply breakfast, despite how hungry she was. Had he heard her growling belly? Probably.

	Lightly, he tightened his hold on her elbow. “Come on.”

	His gentle directive and obvious concern for her defeated Toni’s refusal to accept his charity. She’d been tired and hungry in the past, though nothing like now. Sitting down and eating would be heaven. Having someone take care of her, making her feel wanted and safe, if only for a little while, was more than she could resist.

	He directed her toward the street.

	“Wait.” She held back. “My saddlebag.”

	He glanced at it.

	“It’s all I have, along with my helmet and jacket.” She hated to admit as much, but couldn’t think of anything but the truth.

	Dismay, rather than surprise, filled his face.

	A young man strode into the garage. Probably early twenties, the guy had faded blue eyes and brown hair cut in a longish crew. The ends stuck straight up thanks to industrial-strength gel. A dagger-shaped silver earring decorated his left lobe, a small ring curled over
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