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Аннотация
ENGAGEMENT BETWEEN ENEMIESDiscovering he was a

tycoon’s secret grandson shocked Caleb Walker, especially when he
was made president of the family’s company. Yet his biggest surprise
was spitfire employee Alyssa Merrick. So when a scandalous rumour
broke, Caleb made Alyssa an offer she couldn’t refuse…REUNION
OF REVENGE Thirteen years ago, Nick Daniels and Cheyenne
Holbrook’s wedding came to a startling halt. Now, an inheritance
meant that Nick could finally have his revenge. But first he’d have
to fight off the desire to tempt Cheyenne into bed!BETROTHED
FOR THE BABYFearful that her ex’s wealthy family would try to get
custody of her unborn baby, there was only one man Cassie Marshall
could turn to for protection – her boss, Hunter O’Banyon. But with
one kiss Cassie forgot their arrangement was only pretend.
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Kristi Gold, Roxann Delaney, Mary Gardner and my editor,
Tina Colombo. Without their encouragement and unwavering
support, this book would not have been possible.
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Prologue

 
Caleb Walker sat at the small round table in the corner of a

downtown Wichita, Kansas, hotel bar, staring at the two men
seated across from him. Not even the blond waitress giving him
an interested smile and the fact that he hadn’t had sex in a month
of Sundays diverted his attention from the matter at hand.

All of his life, he’d been a man without siblings and with no
idea who his father was. But not more than an hour ago, in a
plush executive office at the corporate headquarters of Emerald,
Inc., all that had changed. Caleb had learned that his father was
none other than globe-trotting playboy and heir apparent to the
Emer-ald, Inc. empire, Owen Larson. The late Owen Larson.
Now Caleb was having to come to terms with the fact not only
that he knew who his father was, but that the man had gone and
gotten himself killed in a boating accident off the coast of France
before Caleb had had the chance to confront him for making
Caleb’s mother pregnant and leaving her without so much as a
byyour-leave. He’d also learned that his grandmother was the
indomitable Emerald Larson and that the two men sitting across
from him were his half brothers.

“I can’t believe we’ve been under that old bat’s surveillance all
of our lives.” A muscle jerked along Hunter O’Banyon’s tanned
jaw. “She knew everything there was to know about us and didn’t
do a damned thing to fill us in on the big mystery until now.”

#ulink_195f31d6-af33-5026-99dc-05357d99092d


 
 
 

“That ‘old bat’ is our grandmother. And I’d say she’s done
plenty.” Nick Daniels took a swig from the longnecked bottle
in his hand, then set it on the table with a thump. “Hiring P.I.s
to report our every move from the time we were out of diapers
while keeping us in the dark about it takes balls.”

“The size of watermelons,” Caleb added. His gut still churned
with anger that Emerald Larson, founder and CEO of one
of the nation’s most successful femaleowned and operated
conglomerates, had denied them all the right to know who they
were for so long. “I’m having a problem with her blackmailing
our mothers with the threat of cutting us out of inheriting any
part of Emerald, Inc. just to keep them silent about her worth-
less son being the jerk who got them pregnant.” He shook his
head in disbelief. “I’ll give her this much, the old gal’s a master
at manipulation.”

Nick nodded. “I can understand why our moms went along
with her. They were hoping to ensure a better life for us. But they
paid a hell of a price for it.”

“I don’t give a damn about inheriting any part of Emerald
Larson’s little self-made empire.” Hunter shook his head. “Hell
will freeze over before I dance to her tune.”

“So you’re going to turn down her offer?” Caleb asked.
If they accepted Emerald’s conditions, they’d each be given

one of her companies. She’d assured them there were no strings
attached and she wouldn’t interfere with the way they ran the
businesses. But Caleb wasn’t fool enough to believe it. It looked



 
 
 

like his brothers weren’t either.
“I haven’t flown a chopper in the past five years.” Hunter’s

mouth thinned to a menacing line. “What business would I have
trying to run an air medevac service?”

“Well, it makes more sense than sending a desk jockey to run
a cattle ranch in Wyoming.” Nick’s scowl deepened. “I’ve lived
in a condo in St. Louis for the past twelve years. The closest I get
to any kind of livestock these days is the Clydesdales when they
pull a beer wagon down Market Street during a parade.”

Caleb had to agree that what Emerald Larson was asking them
to do was ludicrous. He’d excelled in the business courses he’d
taken in high school, but that had been a good number of years
ago. He didn’t particularly like the idea of making a fool of
himself when it became apparent he was in way over his head.

“Well, how do you think I feel?” He shook his head at the
thought of what the old gal had in mind for him. “I’m a Tennessee
farmer with nothing more than a high-school education. Emerald
couldn’t have come up with anything more ridiculous than me
taking over a financial consulting firm.”

Hunter reached for a pretzel from the bowl in the middle of
the table. “You can bet that old girl has more up her sleeve than
giving us part of Emerald, Inc. out of the goodness of her heart.”

“No doubt about it,” Nick said, nodding.
Caleb wasn’t sure exactly what Emerald Larson had in mind,

but he knew just as surely as the sun rose in the east each morning
that whatever it was, she’d purposely chosen the business she



 
 
 

wanted each of them to run. “It’s my guess she wants us to prove
something.”

Nick looked surprised. “Like what? That we don’t know what
we’re doing?”

“Beats me. But you can bet Emerald Larson has a reason for
everything she does.” Caleb shrugged as he swallowed the last of
his beer. “The way I see it, we have two options. We can either
turn the old gal down and walk away, making the sacrifices our
mothers made to ensure our futures a total waste of time. Or, we
can ac-cept Emerald’s offer and show her that she doesn’t know
beans from buckshot about who we are and where our talents lie.”

Hunter looked thoughtful. “I kind of like the idea of showing
up the high-and-mighty Mrs. Larson.”

“It would serve her right when we all fall on our faces,” Nick
said, still looking reluctant.

“But if we’re going to do this, we at least have to give it our
best shot.” Caleb stood up and tossed a couple of dollar bills on
the table. “It’s not in me to do anything half-assed.”

“Me neither,” the other two said in unison as they rose to their
feet and added money to pay for their drinks.

“Then I guess all we have left to do is give Emerald our
answer.” Caleb suddenly felt as if he was about to step out onto
a tightrope without a safety net.

But as he led the way out of the bar and down the street toward
the corporate offices of Emerald, Inc., he couldn’t help but feel a
bit of nervous anticipation begin to build. He’d always enjoyed a



 
 
 

challenge. And as unbelievable as it was, he was actually looking
forward to taking over Skerritt and Crowe Financial Consultants.
His only regret was that he didn’t have the education or the
slightest idea of how to go about doing the job right.



 
 
 

 
One

 
Approaching the reception desk outside the executive offices

of Skerritt and Crowe Financial Consultants, Caleb plastered on
the professional smile he’d been practicing for the past week.
“I’m here to see A. J. Merrick.”

“Do you have an appointment, sir?” the older, grayhaired
receptionist asked as he started toward the doors behind her desk.

“I’m Caleb Walker.” He gave her a conspiratorial wink. “I
believe Merrick is expecting me.”

“Hold it right there, Mr. Walton,” she said, rising to block his
way.

“Walker.” He frowned. Hadn’t Merrick let the other
employees know about his taking over as president of the firm?

The woman shrugged. “Walker, Walton, it doesn’t matter what
your name is. You’re not going in there without an appointment.”

Apparently, no one had bothered to inform this woman. “Tell
you what—” he glanced at the nameplate on her desk “—
Geneva. After I talk with your boss, I promise I’ll come back and
introduce myself.”

“My boss is busy and doesn’t want to be disturbed.” Geneva
pointed to a row of chairs lining the wall across the room. “If
you’ll have a seat, I’ll see if I can work you in.”

At six feet four inches tall, he towered over the woman by at
least a foot, but she wasn’t acting the least bit intimidated by it.

#ulink_ad24b60f-c0e4-5a98-9906-6dbd4150728c


 
 
 

From the look on her face, she was just as determined to keep
him out of the office as he was determined he was going inside.

It was all he could do to keep a straight face. Geneva reminded
him of a little banty hen his grandpa used to own—all bluff
and ruffled feathers. And if her defiant expression was any
indication, he had no doubt that he’d be sitting in the reception
area until hell froze over before she picked up the phone and
announced his arrival.

“There’s no need to go to all that trouble, Geneva.” Chuckling,
he sidestepped the woman as he reached for the polished knob
on the mahogany door with A. J. Merrick engraved on a brass
plaque. “Take my word for it, Merrick is going to want to meet
with me right away.”

“I’ll call security,” Geneva threatened, rushing over to the
phone.

“You do that,” Caleb said, nodding. “I’d like to meet with
them, too.”

“Oh, you will, buster,” she promised, stabbing her finger at
the phone’s keypad.

Without waiting to see if Geneva reached the security desk,
Caleb opened the door and stepped into the spacious office. His
gaze immediately zeroed in on the young woman seated behind
a huge walnut desk in front of a wall of floor-to-ceiling windows.

With her dark auburn hair pulled back in a bun tight enough
to make his grandma Walker proud and a pair of oversize black
plastic-framed glasses, she looked more like a headmistress at



 
 
 

one of those hoity-toity private allgirl schools in Nashville than a
modern corporate secretary. And if her disapproving expression
was any indication, she was just as unyielding and strict about
rules and protocol as one of those overly uptight teachers, too.

But as he sauntered over to stand in front of the desk, he
thought he saw a hint of uncertainty about her—a vulnerability
that, considering the image she was obviously trying to project,
he hadn’t expected. “Excuse me. I’m looking for A. J. Merrick.”

“Do you have business here?” she asked, her voice cool
enough to freeze ice.

Rising to her feet, she pushed her glasses up her pert little
nose with a delicate hand, inadvertently drawing attention to her
brilliant blue eyes—eyes that sent him a look that would have
probably stopped a lesser man dead in his tracks. It didn’t faze
Caleb one damned bit. On the contrary. He wasn’t sure why, but
for some reason he found something quite intriguing about her
intense blue gaze.

“I’m—”
“If you’re looking for personnel, it’s down the hall,” she said,

cutting him off before he had a chance to introduce himself.
Pausing, she arched one perfectly shaped eyebrow. “Was Mrs.
Wallace at her desk?”

The woman’s no-nonsense tone couldn’t quite mask the soft,
melodic quality of her voice and had Caleb wondering why the
sound seemed to bring every one of his male hormones to full
alert. Wondering what the hell had gotten into him, he decided



 
 
 

it had to be the fact that he hadn’t been with a woman in the
better part of a year. That alone was enough to make any normal,
healthy adult male feel as though he was about to jump out of
his own skin. It also made him overly conscious of every move
a woman—any woman—made.

Satisfied that he’d come up with an explanation for his interest
in the less-than-friendly secretary, he jerked his thumb over
his shoulder. “As far as I know, Geneva’s still out there.” He
chuckled. “Although I’m not real sure she didn’t break one of her
fingers punching in the number for security.”

“Good.”
“Good that she might have broken a finger? Or good that she

was calling security?” he asked, grinning.
“I didn’t mean—” Frowning, she stopped short and it was clear

that for a split second, he’d thrown her off guard. “Good that
she’s summoning security, of course.”

“Hey, lighten up. Life is too short to be so uptight.”
The woman rounded the end of the desk, her expression

anything but welcoming. “I don’t know who you think you are or
why you’re here, but you can’t just walk in and—”

The sound of the door crashing against the wall stopped the
young woman in midsentence.

“That’s him.”
Caleb glanced over his shoulder to see the receptionist charge

into the office with a defiant glare. Two middle-aged, potbellied
uniformed men followed close behind.



 
 
 

“I see you got hold of the security guards, Geneva.” He
glanced at his watch, then nodded his approval. “Their response
time wasn’t bad, but I think we could work on improving it, don’t
you?”

Geneva managed to look down her nose at him despite
the difference in their heights, then turned her attention to
the woman with the remarkable baby blues. “I’m sorry, Ms.
Merrick.” She eyed Caleb like she didn’t think his elevator went
all the way to the top floor. “He wouldn’t take no for an answer.”

Caleb raised an eyebrow. This was A. J. Merrick?
Interesting. She definitely wasn’t what he’d expected. Emerald

had led him to believe that Merrick was a stodgy old gent, not a
twentysomething woman with incredible blue eyes.

As they stared at each other like opponents in a boxing ring,
his neglected libido noticed that A. J. Merrick wasn’t dressed
like most women her age. Instead of her black suit caressing her
body and showing off her assets, it hung from her small frame
like an empty tow sack. But if her delicate hands, slender neck
and what he could see of her long, perfectly shaped legs were any
indication, he’d bet his grandpa’s best coonhound she was hiding
some pretty incredible curves inside all that baggy black linen.

“It’s all right, Mrs. Wallace.” Ms. Merrick treated Caleb to a
triumphant smile that did strange things to his insides and made
him feel as if the temperature in the room had suddenly gone
up ten degrees. “I’m sure you’ll understand that applying for a
job now would be a waste of time for both of us.” To the guards



 
 
 

coming to stand on either side of him, she added, “Please show
this gentleman to the parking lot.”

“That’s mighty unfriendly of you,” Caleb said, shaking his
head.

Allowing the men to demonstrate how they would handle the
situation if he’d been a real threat, Caleb almost laughed out
loud when they clumsily grabbed his arms and attempted to pull
them behind his back. He immediately decided that they not only
needed to work on their response time to a situation, but could
both benefit from a refresher course in methods of restraint. If
he’d been of a mind to, he could have broken their hold without
doing much more than flexing his biceps.

“I’m not here to apply for a job.” He smiled. “I al-ready work
here.”

“Oh, really?” Ms. Merrick tilted her head curiously. “Since
I do the final interviews for all new employees, would you care
to refresh my memory and tell me what your name is, when we
hired you and just which area of Skerritt and Crowe you think
you work in?”

“I got the job a week ago and I intend to work in the office next
to yours.” Chuckling, he decided he was going to enjoy sparring
with A. J. Merrick. “The name is Walker. Caleb Walker.”

He could tell from the widening of her baby blues behind those
ridiculous glasses that his answers were not what she’d expected.
But she quickly recovered her composure and motioned toward
the two guards. “Mr. Norton, Mr. Clay, please release Mr.



 
 
 

Walker immediately.”
“But Ms. Merrick—”
“I said, let him go,” she repeated. She lifted her stubborn little

chin a notch. “Mr. Walker is the new president of Skerritt and
Crowe.”

From somewhere behind him, he heard Geneva gasp at the
same time as the two guards dropped their hold on him.

“Sorry about that, Mr. Walker,” one of the men said, clumsily
trying to straighten Caleb’s shirtsleeve.

Silence reigned for several tense seconds as Caleb and the
woman in front of him stared at each other. In a lot of ways she
reminded him of another woman and another time.

He took a deep breath. That had been a while back and he’d
learned a lot in the few years since. He was no longer a naive
farm boy with lofty dreams and a trusting heart. He was a grown
man who’d learned his lessons well.

“If you’d give Ms. Merrick and me a few minutes, I’d surely
appreciate it,” he finally said as he continued to meet her intense
gaze. When he heard the quiet click of the door being pulled shut
behind the three, Caleb smiled. “What do you say we start over?”
He stuck out his hand. “I’m Caleb Walker. It’s nice to meet you,
Ms. Merrick.”

When she hesitantly placed her hand in his, the feel of her
soft palm against his sent a shock wave all the way to his toes.
She apparently felt the same jolt of electric current because she
dropped his hand faster than the high-school football captain’s



 
 
 

pants hit the floor on prom night. He barely managed to keep
from laughing out loud.

“I know I’m earlier than you all expected, but don’t you think
it would have been a good idea to inform the employees about
me? After all, Emerald Larson called you several days ago to tell
you I’d be here at the end of this week.”

“Mrs. Larson indicated that you’d be here on Friday.”
“I’m only a day early,” he said, breathing a bit easier when A.J.

didn’t refer to Emerald as his grandmother.
He’d purposely asked Emerald not to mention their

relationship when she called Skerritt and Crowe, and it appeared
that she’d respected his wishes. He didn’t want or need the added
prejudices of being the owner’s grandson when he took over.

“It was my intention to introduce you to everyone tomorrow
at the directors’ meeting,” she said, sounding extremely efficient.

“Well, I can guarantee you the cat’s out of the bag now,”
he said, grinning. “I’ll bet Geneva and her two sidekicks are
spreading the word like fire through a hay field.”

To his amazement, she didn’t even crack a smile. “I’m sure
they are.”

Her calm demeanor had Caleb wondering if A. J. Merrick
ever let herself lose control. Something told him that it didn’t
happen often. But he also sensed that when she did let go, it would
be a hell of a sight. What he couldn’t figure out was why he’d like
to be there to see it when she did.

She waved her hand at one of the burgundy leather armchairs



 
 
 

in front of her desk. “Please have a seat, Mr. Walker.”
Sitting down, he watched her walk around the desk to lower

herself into the high-backed executive chair. “Since we’re going
to be working together, why don’t we ditch the formalities?”
he asked, wondering what made A. J. Merrick tick. “Call me
Caleb.”

“I’d rather not, Mr. Walker,” she said, straightening some
papers on her desk.

“Why not?” He wasn’t at all surprised by her insistence on
formalities. However, he was dismayed by his own persistence in
getting her to let down her guard.

She stopped fussing with the documents to give him a pointed
look. “It will only complicate things when the time comes for
you to let me go.”

Now where had that come from? To his knowledge, he hadn’t
given her any reason to feel threatened or to believe he’d be firing
her, or anyone else for that mat-ter. But she was acting like it was
a done deal.

He sat forward. “Where did you get the harebrained idea that
I’d be letting you go?”

“Any time there’s a change in upper management, the result is
always the same. The new president or CEO brings in his or her
own people for the top positions and the old regime is history.”
She shrugged one slender shoulder as she met his gaze head-on.
“Since I’m the operations manager over all the departments here
at Skerritt and Crowe, mine will be one of the first heads to roll.”



 
 
 

He wasn’t sure, but he thought he detected a slight tremor in
her voice. But as she continued to stare at him like he was lower
than the stuff he scraped off his boots after a trip through the
barnyard, he decided he’d imagined the sound. A. J. Merrick was
way too professional to show the slightest bit of emotion. What
shocked him more than her steely control was his sudden desire
to see what lay beneath that cool facade, to discover what she
was so obviously trying to hide.

“Let me put your fears to rest right here and now. I’m not
getting rid of you or anyone else,” he said, forcing his mind back
to the matter at hand. She had no way of knowing, and he wasn’t
about to tell her that he didn’t have a clue about running a firm
of financial consultants or that he’d have to rely heavily on her
and others’ experience in order to keep from falling on his face.
“Your job is just as safe today as it was before Emerald, Inc.
bought this firm.”

She pushed her glasses back up her nose with a brush of her
hand. “You say that now, but it’s a well-known fact that within
six months of any takeover there’s always a shake-up.”

“That might happen with a hostile buyout, but Emer-ald
Larson bought this company with Frank Skerritt and Martin
Crowe’s blessings. They both wanted to retire, but neither of
them had family members who wanted to take the reins of the
firm.”

As he watched her nibble on her lower lip while she considered
his words, he found himself wondering if her perfectly shaped



 
 
 

lips were as soft and sweet as they looked. Swallowing hard, he
decided that he’d better keep his mind on business and off the
fact that Ms. Merrick had the most kissable mouth he’d seen in
a very long time.

“I’ll be—” he stopped to clear the rust from his throat before
he continued “—making a few small changes here and there. But
as far as I’m concerned, the only way any of the employees will
lose their job is if they up and quit.”

“We’ll see,” she said softly.
Her expression was completely neutral and gave no indication

of what she was thinking. But Caleb knew she wasn’t buying his
assurances for a minute.

Deciding that he’d probably have more luck convincing a pack
of wolves to become vegetarians than he would getting A. J.
Merrick to believe her job was secure, Caleb took a deep breath
and stood up. “I think I’ll mosey on out of here and introduce
myself to a few of our people.”

“But what about the meeting I have set up for tomorrow
morning at ten, Mr. Walker?” she asked as she rose from her
chair.

Was that a hint of panic he detected in her wide blue eyes?
Interesting. It appeared that any break with tradition threw A.

J. Merrick for a loop. He’d have to remember that.
“The name’s Caleb.” He shrugged. “The meeting is still on.

I’ll just use it to outline a few of the policy changes I intend to
make and explain my plan of action.”



 
 
 

He noticed the white-knuckled grip she had on her ink pen
and, without thinking, reached across the desk to place his hand
on hers in a reassuring manner. But the moment his palm touched
her satiny skin, a charge of electricity zinged up his arm and
quickly spread throughout his chest. Her startled gasp told him
that she felt it, too.

Quickly moving his hand, he tried to appear nonchalant about
the gesture. But considering his insides were still tingling like
he’d grabbed hold of a 220-volt wire, that was mighty damned
hard.

“Relax, Ms. Merrick,” he said, wondering what the hell had
gotten into him. Surely he didn’t need to get laid so badly that
he’d started getting turned on by merely touching a woman’s
hand. “Not only do you have my word that your job’s safe, I
promise that what I have in mind will improve employee morale
and increase productivity.”

At least, that’s what he hoped to accomplish. Considering he
didn’t know beans from buckshot about running this or any other
company, he’d just have to operate on the trial-and-error system,
refer to the management manual he’d picked up at a bookstore
and hope for the best.

She defensively folded her arms beneath her breasts and
simply stared at him. “I suppose I’ll have to take your word on
that.”

“I guess you will,” he said, walking toward the door. He
needed to put some distance between them in order to regain



 
 
 

his perspective. He was here to take over the consulting firm,
not try to figure out why this woman’s reluctance to believe him
bothered the hell out of him. Or why he was starting to get turned
on by staring into her pretty blue eyes. “I’ll see you tomorrow
morning, Ms. Merrick.”

“C-Caleb?” She stumbled over his name, but the sound of it
on her soft voice did a real number on his neglected hormones.

His hand on the doorknob, he turned back to face her. “Yes,
Ms. Merrick?”

“I suppose since you insist that I use your first name, you might
as well call me A.J.”

“Okay, A.J.” He smiled. Maybe they were making progress
after all. “I’ll see you first thing in the morning.”

A.J. watched the door close behind Caleb Walker a moment
before her trembling legs folded and she collapsed into her
leather executive chair. Why was her heart racing? And why did
her skin still tingle from his touch?

She removed her glasses and buried her face in her hands.
What on earth had come over her? She never had been, nor would
ever be the type of woman who let a handsome man divert her
attention from what was important. At least not since the fiasco
with Wesley Pennington III. He’d taught her a valuable lesson,
and one that she couldn’t afford to forget—mixing business with
pleasure was a fool’s game, one that ultimately led to disaster.

Normally, it wasn’t even an issue. Since losing her heart, her
virginity and her first job due to her naiveté, she’d made it a point



 
 
 

to do everything she could to appear as professional as possible.
It kept things simple and helped to reinforce her strict policy of
keeping coworkers at arm’s length. And it had worked well.

Most people, and especially men, were put off by her all-
business demeanor and didn’t bother taking a second glance at
her. And that suited her just fine. But Caleb Walker had not only
looked twice, he’d focused his disturbing hazel gaze on her from
the moment he’d walked into her office.

A tiny tremor coursed through her. He had a way of looking at
her that made her more aware of her femininity than she’d ever
been in her life. And that was what made him dangerous.

Shaking her head, she tried not to think about the wild
fluttering in her lower stomach that she’d experienced when
Caleb had smiled at her, and concentrated on the fact that he
was her new boss. He was here to take over Skerritt and Crowe
and eventually replace her with one of his own people. And even
though he’d assured her that wasn’t the case, she knew better.
Everything she’d worked to achieve in the past five years was
about to go down the drain and she was powerless to stop it.

She put her glasses back on and swiveled the chair around
to stare out the plate-glass windows. Blindly watching the late-
June sun bathe downtown Albuquerque with its warm afternoon
rays, she fought the urge to cry. She had a feeling that Caleb
Walker was going to turn her structured, well-ordered world
upside down. And there wasn’t a thing she could do to stop him.

There was no telling what kinds of changes he intended to



 
 
 

implement or just how quickly he’d decide she was dispensable.
And the most upsetting aspect of all was the fact that all she could
think about was how intense his hazel eyes were, how his light
brown hair hanging low on his forehead made him look more
like a rebel than a businessman. And how the combination of his
deep baritone and sexy Southern accent made her insides hum.

“Don’t be a fool,” she muttered, turning back to her desk.
She wasn’t interested in Caleb Walker any more than he was

interested in her. But as she stared at the documents on her desk,
she couldn’t stop thinking about how broad his shoulders looked
in his chambray shirt, how his jeans fit him like a second skin or
how her hand still tingled where he’d touched her.

When a tiny moan of frustration escaped, she quickly stuffed
the pile of accounting reports she’d been reviewing into her
briefcase, grabbed her purse from the bottom drawer of the desk
and headed for the door. “I’ll be out of the office for the rest of
the day,” she told Geneva as she rushed past her.

A.J. didn’t wait for the startled receptionist’s reaction to her
atypical behavior. She didn’t have time to worry about that now.
She needed to get to her apartment be-fore the cool persona she’d
perfected over the years slipped away and she revealed what only
her parakeet, Sidney, knew about her.

Alyssa Jane Merrick wasn’t the cold, emotionless automaton
everyone at Skerritt and Crowe thought her to be. She was a
living, breathing woman who collected whimsical figurines, shed
buckets of tears over sentimental or touching moments, and



 
 
 

feared failure more than anything else.
As she walked across the parking lot, she quickened her steps

and trotted the distance to her sensible black sedan. She was
less than a split second away from doing one of two things. She
was going to either let loose with a scream loud enough to wake
the dead or start crying like a baby. Neither one was acceptable
behavior for her professional image.

Unlocking the driver’s door, she threw her briefcase inside,
slid behind the steering wheel and closed her eyes. She counted
to ten, then twenty as she struggled with her emotions. For the
first time in five years, she was close to losing the tight grip she
had always held on herself whenever she was at work. And that
was something she simply couldn’t afford to let happen.

She had never, nor would she ever allow any of these people to
see her lose control. Not only would it be a serious breach of her
professionalism, but her late father would come back to haunt
her for doing something so typically female.

From the time she’d been old enough to listen, her career-
military father had stressed how important it was not to let her
enemies see any sign of weakness. And there was no doubt
about it, Caleb Walker posed a serious threat to her professional
demeanor. But he was also the best-looking enemy she’d ever
seen.



 
 
 

 
Two

 
“The first thing I want to do this morning is assure all of you

that your jobs are secure,” Caleb said, addressing the directors
and department managers. He made it a point to look directly at
A. J. Merrick. “Contrary to standard corporate practice, I have
no intention of letting anyone go in favor of bringing in my own
people. The only way you’re going to lose your job is if you make
the decision to quit.”

The doubt he detected in her blue gaze stated quite clearly that
she still didn’t believe him. What he couldn’t figure out was why
it mattered to him that she trust him. If their collective sigh of
relief was any indication, the rest of the occupants in the room
did. What made her opinion of him so damned important?

Deciding not to dwell on the mystery of why her doubts
bothered him, Caleb turned his attention back to outlining his
plans for the company. “I’ve reviewed the quarterly reports for
the last fiscal year and although growth is slow, it has been
steady.” He grinned. “And as my grandpa Walker always said, ‘If
it ain’t broke, don’t fix it.’ That’s why I won’t be making changes
in the daily operations of the company.” At least not until I can
take a few business courses and figure out what the hell I’m doing.

“I like the way your grandpa thinks,” Malcolm Fuller said,
nodding.

Caleb chuckled. “I’m glad that meets with your approval,
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Malcolm.” He’d met the older man the day be-fore and they’d
instantly hit it off. Malcolm reminded Caleb of Henry Walker,
his late grandpa—filled with country wisdom and more than
willing to speak his mind.

When Caleb noticed several raised eyebrows and the exchange
of curious glances between the other department heads seated at
the big oval conference table, he frowned. Apparently all of the
employees at Skerritt and Crowe were as unaccustomed to the
laid-back, informal approach to management as A. J. Merrick
was.

Taking a deep breath, he figured there was no time like the
present to shake things up and see how receptive the management
team was to the changes he did have planned. “Although I don’t
intend to adjust the operating procedures, I do plan to make a
few improvements to the work atmosphere around here.”

“What did you have in mind, Mr. Walker?” Ed Bentley asked,
looking more than a little nervous.

“The first thing we’re going to do is drop the formalities.”
Caleb gave them all a smile he hoped would put their minds at
ease. “Don’t you think it’s pretty silly to work with someone eight
hours a day, day in and day out and not use their given name?”
Before they could react, he went on. “We’ll naturally continue to
give our clients the respect they deserve and address them in a
formal manner. But I want you all to feel free to be on a first-
name basis with me, as well as each other.”

The men and women at the table began to smile. Everyone,



 
 
 

except A.J. Her clasped hands resting on the table in front of
her had tightened into a white-knuckled knot, indicating that she
strongly disagreed with his decision.

Why would she object to doing away with an outdated
tradition? Hadn’t she learned in college that a more relaxed
environment encouraged teamwork and raised productivity?
Hell, he’d found that little tidbit of information on the Internet,
so it couldn’t be that big a secret.

“You want us to call you Caleb?” Maria Santos asked
hesitantly.

Grinning, he turned his attention to the director of the payroll
department. “That’s my name, Maria.”

“What other changes do you have planned… Caleb?” one of
the other men asked.

“Effective immediately, there’s an open-door policy between
upper management and the workers on the floor.” He paused to
let them digest his statement. “I want every employee we have,
no matter what their position, to feel comfortable with bringing
problems and complaints to our attention, as well as sharing ways
to improve morale and bring in new clients.”

“You’ve got a lot of good ideas,” Joel McIntyre, the head
of the billing department, said, nodding his approval. “Is there
anything else?”

“As a matter of fact there is, Joel.” Caleb smiled. He was
sure the last couple of changes he was about to announce would
be welcomed by everyone, including A. J. Merrick. “Since most



 
 
 

of our business is conducted over the phone and through the
Internet, I don’t see any reason why we can’t relax the dress code
around here. I’ll still expect you to dress accordingly when you
meet with one of our clients, but from now on you’re all free to
wear whatever you like.” He chuckled. “That is, as long as it’s
decent and doesn’t look like something you’d put on to clean out
the barn.”

He laughed out loud when several of the men immediately
reached up to remove their ties and unfasten the top button of
their shirts. “I guess this means everyone is in favor of doing away
with the dress code.”

When he glanced at A.J. his smile faded. Well, almost
everyone.

“Is that all?” she asked tightly. She stared straight at him and
it was as clear as a cloudless sky that she wasn’t happy.

None of the other department heads seemed to notice that
the operations manager was even in the same room with them,
let alone less than enthusiastic about his ideas. But Caleb had
been aware of her presence from the moment she’d sat down in
the chair at the far end of the conference table. He’d hoped that
once she heard what he had planned she’d find his ideas to be
innovative or at least be open to giving them a chance.

Unfortunately, she looked even more unhappy than she had
yesterday afternoon when he’d walked into her office and
announced who he was. But more troubling than her lack of
enthusiasm was his reaction to her reluctance. He had an almost



 
 
 

uncontrollable urge to walk over to her, take her in his arms and
reassure her that the changes he planned to make would be of
benefit to everyone.

He shook his head, as much to dispel his disturbing thoughts
as to let her know he had more plans in the works. “I have
one more announcement before I let you all get back to work.”
Tearing his gaze from A.J., he forced his attention to the others
seated around the table. “On Monday, there will be a seminar
for all managers to learn team-building techniques. Then, once a
month, the firm will pick up the tab for you and all of the people
in your department to take a Friday off and put what you’ve
learned into action.”

“This is where we go on picnics, play golf and things like
that to build communication skills and encourage interaction
with our coworkers, isn’t it?” Joel asked, sounding excited by the
possibilities.

“That’s the plan,” Caleb said, nodding. At least others could
see his objective, even if A.J. couldn’t. “There’s no reason we
can’t have fun while we develop a tight, efficient team.” Smiling,
he pushed his chair back and rose to his feet. He’d given them
enough to digest for one day. In the next week or so, he’d shake
things up a little more. “Now, what do you say we all get back to
work and make some money.”

As the meeting broke up and her coworkers surrounded Caleb
to express their enthusiasm for the changes he’d be making, A.J.
escaped to the sanctuary of her office. Closing the door behind



 
 
 

her, she leaned up against it as she struggled to breathe. She
felt as if she were about to suffocate on the myriad of emotions
racing through her. In less than an hour, Caleb Walker had single-
handedly destroyed every reason she had for working at Skerritt
and Crowe. And he didn’t even realize it.

He thought he was doing everyone a favor by improving the
quality of their work atmosphere. And she had to admit that what
he planned would probably motivate the employees and breathe
new life into the firm.

But she’d purposely chosen to accept the position with Skerritt
and Crowe, instead of at a more modern financial group, because
of the formalities and oldfash-ioned approach to management. It
enabled her to focus all of her attention on her job and kept the
people she worked with at a safe distance.

Pushing away from the door, she walked around her desk
and sank into the high-backed leather chair. Although she wasn’t
antisocial by nature, she’d learned the hard way to keep her
coworkers at arm’s length. It was the only sure way to guard
herself against betrayal and the emotional pain that accompanied
it.

But what frustrated and confused her more than any-thing else
was her reaction to Caleb. The entire time he’d been outlining
the ways he intended to destroy her safety net, all she’d been
able to think about was how handsome he was and how his deep
Southern drawl made her insides hum.

Barely resisting the urge to let loose with a scream that was



 
 
 

sure to send Geneva Wallace into cardiac arrest, A.J. turned to
her computer screen and opened the file containing her résumé.
There was no longer any question about it. Her days as operations
manager at Skerritt and Crowe were numbered and she’d do well
to start looking for another job.

“A.J., could you come in here?” Caleb’s voice invading her
office through the intercom caused her stomach to flutter wildly.
“I have something I need to talk over with you.”

What could he possibly want now? Hadn’t he done enough in
the past hour to turn her world upside down?

Sighing, she depressed the talk button. “I’m working on
something at the moment. Could we postpone the discussion
until this afternoon?” He didn’t need to know that she was
updating her résumé or that she planned on finding another job.
When silence reigned, she pushed the button again. “Mr. Walker?
Caleb?”

She gasped when the door connecting their offices opened and
he strolled into the room.

“Sorry if I startled you, but I’m a face-to-face kind of guy,”
he said, grinning. “I like to look a person in the eye when I’m
talking to them.”

The sound of his voice and his sexy grin sent a shiver streaking
up her spine and had her wondering what else he liked to do face-
to-face. Her breath caught and she did her best to hide her shock
at the direction her wayward thoughts had taken.

“What did you want to discuss, Mr.—”



 
 
 

He raised one dark eyebrow at the same time he cleared his
throat.

Resigned, she closed the computer file containing her résumé.
“What did you want to discuss… Caleb?”

He smiled his approval. “I think I’ve come across another way
to improve employee morale.”

Just what she wanted to hear, she thought disgustedly, another
cockamamy idea that would no doubt increase her anxiety level.

She trained her gaze on his forehead to keep from looking
directly into his startling hazel eyes. “What did you have in
mind?”

“I’m thinking about turning the break room into a ‘family
room.’”

A.J.’s mouth dropped open and her gaze flew to his. “Excuse
me?”

“Better watch that.” He chuckled. “You might catch a fly.”
She snapped her mouth shut. Didn’t he take any-thing

seriously?
“Would you care to explain what you mean when you use the

term family room?” she asked, rubbing at the sudden pounding
in her temples.

“I’m thinking couches, coffee tables and a bigscreen TV,” he
said, looking thoughtful. “When our employees take their breaks,
they should be able to relax and enjoy the few minutes they have
away from the job.”

“If you make it too comfortable, they’ll go to sleep,” A.J. said



 
 
 

before she could stop herself.
She hadn’t meant to be so blunt. But facts were facts and he

might as well be aware of them right up front.
He grinned. “Nothing wrong with a little power nap now and

then. Studies have shown that it gives most people a second
wind.”

She’d seen the research and couldn’t argue with the findings,
but that didn’t mean she agreed with them. “Are you wanting to
know what I think of the idea?” she asked cautiously.

“Not really.” He gave her a smile that warmed her all the way
to her toes. “But I would like your help putting the project into
action.”

Her first inclination was to refuse his request. But to her
amazement, she found herself asking, “What do you want me to
do?”

“I’d really appreciate your input on what colors and style of
furniture to use.” His expression turned sheepish. “I’m not real
up on this decorating stuff.”

Oh, he was good. He knew just when to turn up the wattage
on that smile and use his boyish charm to get exactly what he
wanted. Fortunately, she was immune to such tactics.

“What makes you think I’m any better?”
“I don’t.” He shrugged. “But I need a woman’s perspective.

The room needs to be comfortable for both men and women. If
I try to do it entirely on my own, it’ll end up looking like a sports
bar.”



 
 
 

“Why don’t you get Mrs. Wallace to help you?” A.J. hedged.
“I’ve heard her say she never misses that television show where
friends redecorate each other’s rooms.”

“I have Geneva busy heading up another project,” he said,
grinning.

“You do?” Good Lord, what on earth had he charmed their
stodgy sixty-year-old secretary into doing?

“I’ve given her a five-thousand-dollar budget for uniforms and
equipment and put her in charge of organizing our sports teams.”

A.J. couldn’t believe what she was hearing. “You’ve got to be
joking.”

“Nope.” His smile intensified. “Depending on the amount of
interest among the employees, we’re going to have bowling and
volleyball teams this winter and a softball team next summer.”

“You do realize this consulting firm is comprised of
accountants and financial analysts, don’t you?” She shook her
head in disbelief. “That’s not exactly the material jocks are made
of.”

He shook his head. “I don’t care if we have winning teams. I’m
more interested in creating an overall sense of unity among the
employees.” Rising to his feet, he stretched and started walking
toward the door to his office. “You’ve got the weekend to give
some thought to what we can do to the break room, then we’ll go
over your ideas next week.”

As she watched him close the door behind himself, A.J.
groaned. From the time she’d been old enough to understand, her



 
 
 

father had preached the military mantra of structure and order.
He’d said they were essential for a successful life. Captain John
T. Merrick had believed it, had lived by it and had insisted that
his daughter adhere to it. He’d even chosen the boarding school
she’d attended after the death of her mother because of its strict
code of conduct and rigid set of rules. And the one and only
time she’d deviated from the path her father had set her on, she’d
ended up in the middle of a humiliating workplace scandal.

But she’d survived because that’s what her late father would
have expected her to do. It had been extremely difficult, but she’d
picked up the pieces of her shattered pride, became a born-again
virgin and found her present job at Skerritt and Crowe. And she’d
been—if not happy—content for the past five years.

Unfortunately, it seemed that contentment had come to an
end with the arrival of Caleb Walker. When he’d strolled into
her office yesterday afternoon with his good-old-boy attitude and
devastating good looks to announce he was taking over the firm,
she felt as if she’d been tossed into a vortex. He represented
everything in life she’d been taught to approach with caution, if
not avoid altogether. He was innovative in the way he approached
management and his ideas were unorthodox and, unless she’d
missed her guess, for the most part spontaneous.

So why did her pulse pound and air feel as if it were in short
supply whenever they were in the same room? Why did his sexy
Southern drawl send sparks of electric current over every nerve
in her body? And why did the sight of his wide shoulders and



 
 
 

slender hips cause her body to hum with a restlessness like she’d
never known before?

Biting her lower lip to stop its trembling, she hastily reopened
the computer file containing her résumé. There was absolutely
no question about the matter. She had to find another job as soon
as possible or risk losing what little sense she had left.

The following Tuesday afternoon, Caleb sat at his desk,
wondering what on God’s green earth Emerald Larson had gotten
him into. He didn’t have the vaguest idea of how he was supposed
to deal with one of Sker-ritt and Crowe’s best clients. His night
classes at the University of New Mexico weren’t scheduled to
start until the end of next month. He somehow doubted the
business administration courses he’d signed up for would start
out covering the interaction with clientele, anyway.

He drummed his fingertips on the desk’s polished surface. He
hadn’t been able to find anything on conducting meetings with
clients in the management manual, either. The damned thing only
covered supervising employees and ways to improve their work
environment. It was completely useless for learning how to deal
with clients.

But whether Caleb knew what he was doing or not, it didn’t
change the fact that Raul Ortiz wanted to meet with him.
Caleb had taken over running the financial consulting firm that
had helped Ortiz Industries create one of the best employee
investment plans in the state, and he suspected that Ortiz wanted
to make sure Caleb passed muster.



 
 
 

When he heard A.J.’s voice through the door connecting their
offices, Caleb’s spirits lifted. The woman might be driving him
crazy trying to figure out what made her tick, but he’d read
her personnel file. She really knew her stuff when it came to
financial planning and marketing analysis. He’d also discovered
that she’d graduated from high school at the age of fifteen and
had acquired her master’s degree in investment banking and
business administration by the time she was twenty.

If he took her with him when he drove down to Roswell,
surely the meeting with Ortiz would work out. He was good with
people and A.J. was a whiz at any-thing to do with accounting
and financial planning. Together they should make a hell of a
team.

Caleb took a deep breath and rose to his feet. He hated feeling
inadequate at anything. But he had decided up front that he was
going to have to rely on the people working for him until he took
courses and got a basic understanding of the business Emerald
had given him. It looked as though that reliance was going to have
to start sooner than later.

Opening the door between their offices, he smiled when A.J.
glanced at him over the top of her computer screen. “I just got
a call from a man down in Roswell,” he said, walking over to
slump into the chair in front of her desk. “He claims to be our
most satisfied client.”

“That would be Mr. Ortiz,” she answered, nodding. “He’s one
of our most valued patrons.”



 
 
 

“That’s what he said.” Caleb chuckled. “I get the idea he’s also
one of our most outspoken clients.”

“I’ve never known him to mince words,” she said, pushing
her glasses up her pert little nose. The action drew attention to
her remarkable eyes and Caleb had to remind himself that he’d
entered her office for a reason other than staring into her baby
blues.

“So you’ve dealt with him before?”
She nodded. “Mr. Skerritt took care of Ortiz Industries’

employee investment program, but he assigned me to advise Mr.
Ortiz on his own personal retirement package. Why do you ask?”

“He wants me to drive down to Roswell tomorrow for a get-
acquainted meeting.” Trying to sound nonchalant, Caleb added,
“I’ve decided I’ll take you with me.”

“Me?” Her eyes widened behind her oversize glasses and the
panic he saw in their depths reminded him of a deer caught in
the headlights of a car. Was the thought of spending time with
him that upsetting?

“Is there a problem, A.J.?”
“Why? I mean, I can’t possibly—” She suddenly closed her

mouth and simply stared at him.
As he returned her gaze, Caleb did his best to keep his

attention on the issue at hand and off her perfectly shaped lips.
“I realize this is on the spur of the moment, but I don’t see that
we have any other choice. Since I’ve just taken over here, I don’t
know diddly-squat about Ortiz or our business with him. And



 
 
 

until I’m up to speed on the individual accounts of our clients,
I’d rather not run the risk of losing them.”

His argument made sense to him. He just hoped it sounded
reasonable to her.

Watching her nibble on her lower lip as she mulled over what
he’d said, it was all he could do to keep from groaning. Why did
he suddenly find her mouth so damned fascinating? Hadn’t he
learned a damn thing about professional, career-minded women?

“What time is the meeting?” she asked.
Was it his imagination or was there a slight tremor in her

voice?
“Ortiz wants to give me a tour of the manufacturing plant

tomorrow afternoon, then have dinner around six or seven.”
“It would be too late for us to drive back tomorrow evening

and I have two phone meetings early the next morning.” She
sounded extremely relieved when she added, “I’m sorry, but I
really think my going with you would be impossible. We’ve been
courting these potential clients for several months and there’s the
possibility of losing them if I reschedule the calls.”

He wasn’t about to give up that easily. “Where are they
located?”

“Mr. Sanchez is in Las Cruces and Mrs. Bailey is in Truth or
Consequences.” Her eyes narrowed. “Why?”

“If I remember my high-school geography, those two places
aren’t that far from Roswell,” he said, thinking fast. “Call and tell
them we’ll be in their area day after tomorrow and that we’d like



 
 
 

to meet with them in person. It’ll show that we’d really like to
work for them, as well as free you up to go to Roswell with me.
Then we’ll drive back after dinner Thursday evening.” Deciding
to beat a hasty retreat before she could find another excuse, he
headed for the door. “I’ll come by your place around ten in the
morning.”

“Th-that won’t be necessary,” she said, stopping him. When
he turned back, she added, “I have to come in tomorrow morning
to tie up a few loose ends. We can leave from here.”

Caleb could tell she wasn’t happy, but that couldn’t be helped.
He wasn’t particularly proud of having to rely on her expertise to
keep from looking like a fool in front of a client.

“Fair enough,” he said, nodding. “I’ll have Geneva make a
reservation for tomorrow night in Roswell.”

“That should be reservations—plural—as in two rooms.”
“Of course.”
Heading out the door to speak with their secretary, Caleb

couldn’t help but grin. He clearly made A. J. Merrick as nervous
as the parents of a four-year-old talking to the preacher after
Sunday services.

The next two days had the potential to prove ex-tremely
interesting and in a way he hadn’t counted on. Not only would
he get to see how A.J. dealt with clients, he had a feeling he just
might see that cool selfcontrol of hers slip, as well.



 
 
 

 
Three

 
After an uneventful drive down to Roswell, a tour of Ortiz

Industries and a highly successful dinner meeting with Mr. Ortiz,
all A.J. wanted was the solitude of her motel room and a
nice, hot, relaxing bath. Thoroughly exhausted from tossing and
turning the night before, she’d spent the entire day in Caleb’s
disturbing presence and she was more than ready to put a bit of
distance between them.

“Why don’t you check in for us while I get the bags from the
back of the truck?” he asked as he stopped the pickup in front
of the motel entrance.

She opened the passenger side door. “I assume the rooms are
under the firm’s name?”

“Yep. Geneva said she reserved the last two rooms in Ros
—” He stopped abruptly when a family of glowin-the-dark aliens
with oval-shaped heads and big, unblinking eyes walked past the
front of the truck and got into a blue minivan.

“This is festival week,” A.J. explained. She couldn’t help but
laugh at the incredulous expression on his handsome face. “You’ll
probably see a lot of that sort of thing.”

“I saw the banners when we drove through town.” He shook
his head. “But I didn’t realize they went to extremes with the
alien thing.”

Getting out of the truck, she nodded. “It’s the anniversary of
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the Roswell Incident. People from all over the world converge
on the town the first part of July to attend seminars, share the
experiences they’ve had with extraterrestrials and participate in
a variety of activities, including a costume contest.”

Caleb chuckled when another alien, this one with tentacles
and silver eyes, waved as he drove past in a yellow Volkswagen
Beetle. “Sounds like we’re lucky Geneva found rooms for us.”

“I’m really surprised she did on such short notice.”
A.J. closed the truck door and, breathing a sigh of relief that

she’d soon have a little time to herself, entered the motel lobby
and approached the desk clerk. “I’m with Skerritt and Crowe
Financial Consultants. I believe you have a couple of rooms for
us.”

The smiling teenage girl behind the counter snapped her
gum, then blew a bubble as she checked her com-puter screen.
“Actually, we have you down for one room with a couple of
beds.”

“There must be a mistake,” A.J. said, shaking her head. She
knew Geneva Wallace was far too capable to make that big of an
error. “Could you please doublecheck the reservations?”

Shrugging, the girl keyed in the information again. A moment
later, she looked up, shaking her head. “It shows only one room
reserved for the Skerritt and Crowe folks. But like I said, it does
have two beds.”

A.J.’s temples began to throb. “Do you have another room
available?”



 
 
 

The girl smiled apologetically. “Sorry. This week’s been
booked solid for months. In fact, if we hadn’t had a late
cancellation, we wouldn’t have had this room for you.” Snapping
her gum, she looked thoughtful. “I’d say the closest motel with
rooms available would probably be down in Artesia. And that’s
real iffy.”

“Is there a problem?” Caleb asked, walking up to stand beside
A.J.

“Apparently there’s been a mix-up and they only have one
room for us.” She suddenly knew how Dorothy must have felt
when the tornado picked her up and she came over the rainbow,
crashing down in the land of Oz. “With the festival going on there
aren’t any rooms available for miles. It looks like we’ll have to
drive on to Las Cruces tonight.”

To her astonishment, Caleb shook his head. “It’s al-ready
dark, we’re both tired and some of the roads be-tween here and
there are two-lanes. Driving in unfamiliar territory under those
conditions wouldn’t be a good idea.”

Desperation began to claw at her insides. Had he lost his
mind?

“We can’t stay in the same room.”
“You can have the bed and I’ll sleep on the floor.” He made

it sound so logical.
“The room has two double beds,” the teenage girl spoke up

helpfully.
“We’ll take it,” he said, setting their overnight cases down to



 
 
 

reach for his wallet.
If she thought she’d felt desperate before, A.J. was a

hairbreadth away from an all-out panic attack. Tugging on his
arm, she led him over to the seating area of the lobby for a private
discussion.

“You can’t be serious.”
“We don’t have a choice.”
“What happens when the employees at the firm find out that

we spent the night in the same room?”
He shook his head. “Unless one of us tells them, they’ll never

know.”
“Don’t fool yourself. What do you think is going to happen

when you turn in the receipt to accounts payable?” she asked,
knowing that once word got out there was only one room on the
bill, the gossip and speculation would run rampant.

“I’ll put it on my credit card instead of Skerritt and Crowe’s.”
He sounded so darned reasonable, she wanted to stomp.

“But—”
He reached out and put his hands on her shoulders. “I agree,

it’s a major pain in the butt that we can’t have our own rooms.
But we’re both adults, A.J. We can handle this.” Before she could
stop him, he removed his wallet from his hip pocket and handed
a credit card to the girl behind the counter.

Her heart did a backflip. Maybe he could deal with the
situation, but she wasn’t so sure about herself. Spending the entire
day with him, first in the close confines of his pickup truck, then



 
 
 

in the meeting with Mr. Ortiz, had more than taken its toll.
From the moment they’d left the Skerritt and Crowe offices

that morning, her senses had been assaulted by the man. The
scent of his woodsy aftershave, the timbre of his deep voice
and the occasional brush of his arm against hers when he
opened doors for her had charged every cell in her being with a
restlessness she refused to define. If she had to spend an entire
night in the same room with Caleb only a few feet away, there
was a very real possibility she’d be a raving lunatic by morning.

As he sat on the side of the motel bed, Caleb took off his
boots, then picked up the television’s remote control and absently
flipped through the channels. He had to get his mind off the
woman changing clothes in the bathroom.

Glancing at the closed door, he shook his head. He’d put in a
hell of a day listening to her soft voice and watching her move
with a catlike grace that he found absolutely fascinating. But it
was the few times they’d brushed against each other that had him
feeling like he was about to jump out of his own skin. What was
there about A.J. that sent his hormones racing through his blood
like the steel balls in an pinball machine?

She was the consummate professional and gave every
indication that she was totally immersed in her career. And he’d
learned the hard way to avoid her type like a bachelor avoids a
widows’ convention. So why was she all he’d been able to think
about from the moment he’d laid eyes on her? What was there
about her that he found so damned compelling?



 
 
 

Her clothes certainly weren’t provocative or meant to entice
a man. And although she was far from homely, A.J. sure didn’t
wear makeup or style her hair in a way to make herself look
anything but plain.

He frowned. It was as if she was doing everything she possibly
could to keep from attracting attention to herself.

That’s what he was having the devil of a time trying to figure
out. A.J. didn’t look or act like an executive. Leslie Ann Turner,
the woman he’d been involved with a few years back, had been
the perfect example of a corporate climber and taken great pains
to look attractive at work, as well as when they’d gone out on
the town. They’d met by accident when he’d attended a farm
symposium at one of the downtown Nashville hotels and she’d
stopped by the lounge after work for drinks with her girlfriends.
He’d asked her out and that had started their two-year affair.
She’d been a junior executive then and hadn’t yet developed a
thirst for power and position, nor had she looked down on him
because he’d had nothing more than a high-school education.

But as time had gone on and she’d gotten a few promotions
under her belt, that had changed. She’d stopped asking him to
attend corporate parties with her and had adopted the attitude
that the measure of a man was determined by the number of
diplomas he held. And it really hadn’t come as a big surprise
when she’d dumped him like a blind date on a Saturday night.

However, as hard as it had been to face the fact that she
apparently thought he wasn’t good enough for her, he did have her



 
 
 

to thank for a lesson well learned. A career woman wasn’t anyone
he wanted to become involved with, no matter how compelling
her baby blues were.

But A.J. didn’t seem to possess the same barracuda instincts,
the same do-whatever-it-takes-to-get-ahead attitude that Leslie
Ann had. Hell, there were a couple of times when he’d been
outlining the policy changes, then later when he’d asked her
to help with the break room renovations, that A.J. had almost
looked unsure and vulnerable.

As he sat there pondering his uncharacteristic fascination
with A.J., the bathroom door opened. Looking up, Caleb’s jaw
dropped and he felt like he’d been blindsided by a steamroller.
With her owlish glasses off and her long, auburn hair down
around her shoulders, A. J. Merrick was a knockout.

He swallowed hard as she walked past him to the other bed.
Her emerald silk pajamas and robe enhanced the red highlights
in her hair and were the perfect contrast to her flawless porcelain
complexion and baby-blue eyes.

“The bathroom’s all yours,” she said with a wave of her
delicate hand.

She still hadn’t looked his way and he was damned glad. He’d
been staring at her like a teenage boy stared at his first glimpse
of a Playboy centerfold and there was no doubt in his mind that
she’d think she was sharing a room with some kind of nutcase.

Suddenly feeling as if the walls were closing in on him, Caleb
stood up. “I’m not all that tired,” he lied. “I think I’ll go down to



 
 
 

the restaurant and get a cup of coffee.” Edging toward the door,
he asked, “Do you want me to bring something back for you?”

“No, thank you.”
“Will you be okay here alone?”
She turned her incredible baby blues on him. “Sure. Why do

you ask?”
He wasn’t about to tell her that she looked prettier and more

feminine than he’d ever imagined. Nor did he want to admit that
he felt like a prize jackass for running like a tail-tucked dog.

“Just checking.”
She hid a huge yawn with one delicate hand. “I’ll probably be

asleep before you make it downstairs.”
The thought of what she might look like with her long silky

hair spread across the pillow, her dark lashes resting on her
creamy cheeks like tiny feathers, made his body tighten and had
him reaching for the doorknob in less than two seconds.

“Night,” she called.
“Uh, yeah, night,” he muttered, closing the door behind him.

He was halfway down the hall before he realized his boots were
still sitting on the floor beside the bed in their room.

He stopped dead in his tracks. “Well, hell.”
“Flashback?”
Turning, Caleb found a tall, skinny man, with what looked like

a piece of tinfoil molded to his bald head, standing behind him.
“Excuse me?”

“I asked if you were having a flashback from your last



 
 
 

encounter with them,” the man said, pointing toward the ceiling.
“Some of us have flashbacks from time to time. Especially if the
encounter was a really close one.”

When Caleb caught on that the gentleman was referring to
E.T., he shook his head. “No. This was more like a first-time
sighting.”

“I can totally relate. It can be a pretty disconcerting experience
the first time you see them.” Grinning, the man reached up to
adjust his foil skullcap. “But as time goes on you’ll find yourself
looking forward to it and even hoping for an encounter of the
third kind.”

Caleb nodded. He was already anticipating how soft and
feminine A.J. would look when she woke up tomorrow morning.
And just the idea of a close encounter with her of any kind made
him hard as hell.

When the man continued on down the hall, Caleb turned and
walked back toward the room. “You have no idea, buddy. No
earthly idea at all.”

The moment the door closed behind Caleb, A.J. collapsed
onto the side of the motel bed. She’d felt his gaze follow her
across the room when she’d walked out of the bathroom and her
knees still felt as if they were made of rubber. How on earth
would she be able to close her eyes, let alone get a wink of sleep?

All she could think about was what he’d wear to bed and how
he’d look first thing in the morning when he woke up. And just
knowing that he’d be sleeping a few feet away sent shivers up her



 
 
 

spine and made breathing all but impossible.
A.J. glanced around the room in near panic. She needed to get

her mind off her disturbing boss. In desperation, she picked up
the remote control and switched the television to a classic film
channel. It would defi-nitely be in her best interest to try losing
herself in the plot of an old movie. Maybe then she’d be able to
for-get that she was about to spend the night in the same room
as the sexiest man she’d ever known.

When she realized the film was An Affair to Remember, she
took off her robe, pulled back the covers and crawled into bed.
Even though she’d seen the movie at least twenty times and
always ended up sobbing her heart out, it was one of her all-time
favorites.

Settling back against the pillows, she managed to for-get about
her current situation as she braced herself for the movie’s ending.
And sure enough, when the hero discovered why the heroine had
failed to meet him at the top of the Empire State Building, A.J.’s
tears began to fall.

Unfortunately, Caleb chose that very moment to return to the
room. “I forgot my—” He stopped abruptly. “Are you crying?”

Mortified that he’d caught her in a lessthan-profes-sional
moment, she stared at the television screen. “N-no.”

To her horror, he walked over to the side of her bed and sat
down. “Yes, you are.” He took her hands in his. “What’s wrong,
A.J.?”

“N-nothing.” She’d known he’d be returning in a short time.



 
 
 

Why on earth had she chosen to watch a movie that never failed
to make her cry buckets?

“Look at me, sweetheart.” The gentle tone of his voice caused
her tears to fall faster. Why wouldn’t he just go away and leave
her alone?

“I… can’t.” Dear God, could the day get any worse?
It had been years since she’d allowed anyone to see her shed a

tear. But here she was crying like a baby. And in front of her new
boss, no less. She’d never been more humiliated in her entire life.

Why couldn’t he find what he’d forgotten and leave? At least,
long enough for her to pull herself together.

He cupped her cheek and turned her head until their gazes
met. “I’m sorry, sweetheart. I didn’t realize you were this upset
by the situation. Please don’t cry. I’ll sleep in my truck if it will
make you feel better.”

His sincerity touched her deeply and for reasons she didn’t
care to analyze, she couldn’t allow him to think her emotional
display was because they’d be spending the night in the same
room. “It’s… the movie.”

Glancing over his shoulder, he turned back to smile at her a
moment before he reached out and took her into his arms. “That
one always does a number on my mom, too.”

“W-what are you doing?”
“It’s all right, Alyssa.”
The sound of his deep voice saying her name with such

tenderness sent a shock wave straight to her core and she didn’t



 
 
 

even think to push away from him. “How did you… know my
name?”

“It’s in your personnel file.” He pulled her to him, then
smoothed his hands down her back in a comforting manner.
“And don’t go getting any ideas about me replacing you. I
reviewed all of the managers’ files.”

“Why?” God help her, but with his strong arms wrapped
around her and her cheek pressed to his wide chest, she wasn’t
sure she cared why he was going through hers or anyone else’s
file.

“I was trying to decide what team-building activities would
best serve each manager and their department.” His warm breath
stirred her hair and sent shivers streaking up her spine. He hugged
her close. “Cold?”

Unable to form a coherent sentence, she nodded. Even if she
could have found her voice, she wasn’t about to tell him the real
reason she trembled.

But when he pulled back to look down at her, she knew he
wasn’t buying her excuse for a minute. “Are you sure?”

With his intense hazel gaze holding her captive, she wasn’t
sure of her own name, let alone what he’d asked her. “W-what
was the question?”

“It doesn’t matter, Alyssa.” His sexy drawl caused her insides
to feel as if they’d been turned to warm pudding and as he slowly
lowered his head, she couldn’t for the life of her remember why
it should.



 
 
 

As his mouth brushed over hers, her heart skipped several
beats. She should call a halt to this insanity and send him outside
to spend the night in his truck. But for reasons she couldn’t begin
to explain, she wanted Caleb’s kiss, wanted to feel his hard body
pressed to her. And when he settled his lips more fully over hers,
she threw caution to the wind and melted against him.

As he explored her with a tenderness that stole her breath, tiny
electrical impulses skipped over every nerve in her body and she
couldn’t have stopped him if her life depended on it. Didn’t even
want to.

His kiss was slow and thoughtful and warm tingles filled her
when he traced the seam of her mouth with his tongue. He was
asking permission to deepen the kiss and without so much as a
thought to the consequences, she parted to give him access to her
tender inner recesses.

A heady warmth began to swirl through her veins when he
slipped inside to caress and coax her into a response. She knew
she was playing with fire, but as he teased her with featherlight
strokes, temptation never tasted as good as Caleb’s masterful
kiss.

When he lowered her to the mattress, her stomach fluttered
with the first stirrings of need and her nipples tightened in
anticipation at the feel of his hand cupping her breast through
the fabric of her silk pajamas. She wanted his hands on her body,
wanted to feel his hair-roughened flesh pressed to her sensitive
skin.



 
 
 

Tugging at the collar of his shirt, she was startled out of
the sensual haze in her addled brain by a feminine moan of
frustration. Had that sound really come from her? Dear heavens,
what was she doing?

Embarrassed beyond belief, Alyssa pushed against him. “I
can’t. Please stop.”

Caleb looked as dazed as she felt. “It’s… all right, sweetheart.”
He cleared his throat and sat up. “It stops right here.” Rising to
his feet, he smiled. “I think I’ll go get that cup of coffee. Are you
sure I can’t bring something back for you?”

It appeared that he was going to act as if nothing had happened
between them. Unsure whether she was disappointed or relieved,
she decided to take his lead and ignore the fact that they’d been
making out like a couple of hormone-crazed teenagers.

She shook her head. “N-no, thank you. I think I’ll turn in for
the night.”

He stared at her for several seconds before he reached down
and lifted her chin with his forefinger. “I’ll try not to disturb you
when I return.”

“I sleep pretty sound.” His touch was doing strange things to
her insides and she sounded as if she’d run a marathon. “I doubt
that you’ll make enough noise to wake me.”

“I didn’t say anything about making noise, sweetheart.”
His deep chuckle and mischievous grin sent her pulse racing.
“There’s a big difference.”

Alyssa felt as if her heart suddenly dropped to her stomach,



 
 
 

then bounced back up to pound at her ribs when she realized
what he meant. Before she could find her voice, Caleb gave her a
quick kiss on the forehead, then picked up his boots and walked
across the room and out the door without a backward glance.

Staring at the closed door, she had to force herself to breathe.
Now she knew for certain that she’d landed on the other side
of the rainbow. Either that, or she and Caleb had both been
taken over by aliens. After all, they were in Roswell, where the
unexplained was not only accepted, it was expected.

But as she reached up to turn off the bedside lamp, she shook
her head. She knew what had gotten into her and it had nothing
whatsoever to do with friends from a faraway galaxy. From the
moment Caleb Walker had strolled into her office, she’d fought
it, tried to ignore it and even denied its existence. But the truth
was, she was attracted to her new boss.

She burrowed deeper into the bed and pulled the covers up to
her chin. What on earth was she going to do now?

In the past few minutes, she’d abandoned the two most
important rules she’d set for herself. She’d allowed one of her
coworkers to witness her emotional side and she’d practically
thrown herself at him when he’d offered her comfort.

She sighed heavily. There was no way around it now. Her
departure from Skerritt and Crowe was not only inevitable, it was
imminent.

Closing her eyes, she tried not to think of the damage she’d
done to her professional reputation and willed herself to relax.



 
 
 

She probably wouldn’t be able to sleep, but at least she wouldn’t
be sobbing like a baby when Caleb returned this time.

What seemed like only a few minutes later, the ringing phone
roused her. Who on earth could be calling at this time of night?

She grumbled about wanting to hurt whoever was on the other
end of the line as she switched on the light and snatched up the
receiver before it could ring again. “Hello?”

Dead silence greeted her.
“Is someone there?” she asked impatiently.
“Who is it?” Caleb asked, sounding groggy.
She sucked in a sharp breath as she glanced over at the other

bed. Apparently she’d been asleep longer than she’d realized.
He’d not only returned to their room, but he’d been sleeping as
soundly as she’d been.

“Ms. Merrick?”
“Yes.” She looked at the digital alarm clock on the nightstand.

“Who is this and why are you calling at two in the morning?”
“This is Clarence Norton, A.J… . Ms. Merrick. I’m sorry

to wake you,” the security guard from Skerritt and Crowe said
apologetically. “The motel operator was supposed to connect me
with Mr. Walker’s room.”

“Is there a problem?”
“The firm’s silent alarm went off at the police station about

an hour ago,” he explained. “They called me to come down and
let them in so they could do a thorough search of the building.”

Fully awake, she asked, “Was there a break-in?”



 
 
 

“No,” Clarence assured her. “But the alarm system shorted
out and—”

“What’s going on?” Caleb threw back the sheet and sat up on
the side of the bed. “Give me the phone.”

Alyssa held up her finger to silence him, but it was too late.
Clarence had already heard Caleb’s voice.

“I-Is that Mr. Walker?” From the tone of his voice, the
security guard was shocked right down to his big flat feet.

With Caleb reaching for the receiver and Clarence
stammering on the other end of the line, she surrendered the
phone without another word.

Her worst nightmare had just been realized. Clarence Norton
was the biggest gossip in Albuquerque. By the time she and
Caleb returned to the office the day after tomorrow, everyone
at Skerritt and Crowe would know that they’d spent the night
together.



 
 
 

 
Four

 
Caleb set the cruise control, then glanced over at the silent

woman seated on the passenger side of the truck cab. Other
than answering direct questions, Alyssa hadn’t said more than
a handful of words to him since the kiss they’d shared the
night before. She’d been congenial and outgoing enough when
she’d discussed financial options and outlined plans for the two
potential clients they’d met with in Las Cruces and Truth or
Consequences. But whenever they found themselves alone, she
clammed up.

“I’m pretty sure we’ve picked up Mr. Sanchez and Mrs. Bailey
as clients,” he said, trying once more to draw her out.

She nodded. “It looks that way.”
“Are you going to handle their accounts personally or turn

them over to someone else?”
“I’ll probably turn them over to Richard Henshaw or Marla

Davis.”
When she let the discussion drop once again, he released a

frustrated breath. “Talk to me, Alyssa. Tell me why I’m getting
the silent treatment. Is it because of what happened last night?”

Nodding, she stared straight ahead. “I can’t stop thinking
about Clarence’s phone call and the rumors that I’m sure were
being passed around the office today.”

“You’re worried about what’s being said at the office?” he
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asked incredulously. He hadn’t given much, if any, thought to the
phone call. His mind had been occupied with that kiss. To say
she’d damned near knocked his socks off was an understatement.

“Aren’t you concerned?” She looked at him like he’d sprouted
horns and a tail. “Clarence Norton is the biggest gossip this side
of the Mississippi and he’s not going to let something like my
being in your room at two in the morning go by without putting
his spin on it. By now, I’m sure he’s told everyone who will listen
that we slept together last night.”

“Technically, we did sleep together,” Caleb said, grinning.
“Just not in the same bed.” The cab of the truck was dark, but
he’d bet every last dime he had that her cheeks had colored a
pretty pink. He wished like hell he could see them.

“I suppose that’s true. But do you honestly think anyone will
believe that?” she asked.

“Maybe.” He shrugged. “But the way I see it, our only option
is to tell the truth. After we explain things, it’ll be up to everyone
else to draw their own conclusions.”

“You know what that will be.” She glared at him like she
thought he might be a little simpleminded.

“We can’t control what others think or say about us, Alyssa.”
He gave her what he hoped was an encouraging smile. “But even
if they are talking about us now, this time next week someone
else will be the topic of conversation around the water cooler.”

“I hope you’re right.”
“I’m sure—”



 
 
 

He stopped short when he noticed steam rolling out from
under the truck’s hood. Glancing at the temperature gauge on the
dash, he said a word that would have had his mother washing his
mouth out with soap if she’d heard. It was a dark, moonless night
and they were miles away from the last gas station.

“Why is your truck smoking?” she asked, clearly alarmed.
“It’s my guess we have radiator problems.”
“That’s not good.” She pushed her owlish glasses up her nose

with a brush of her hand—a gesture he’d come to recognize as a
sign of her nervousness. “What are you going to do?”

“I’ll have to find a place to pull over so I can check it out.” He’d
no sooner gotten the words out than they passed a sign indicating
a rest area less than a mile ahead. “Looks like we’re in luck. At
least it will be well lit and I can see what I’m doing.”

Ten minutes later, Caleb stood in the parking lot of the rest
area with Alyssa peering around his arm at the truck’s steaming
engine. “The radiator hose is busted,” he said when he noticed
her questioning expression.

“Do you think you can fix it?”
He shook his head, stepped back and slammed the hood. “I’ll

have to call roadside assistance.” Pulling his cell phone from the
clip on his belt, he asked, “Is there another town between here
and Socorro?”

She looked anything but happy. “No. This rest area is about
halfway between Socorro and Truth or Consequences. And I’m
sure that everything in either direction is closed by now.”



 
 
 

Pushing the button with the auto club’s preprogrammed
number, Caleb gave their location and the nature of the problem,
then waited for the customerservice representative, identifying
himself as Jason, to contact the nearest associate. When the man
came back on the line, the news wasn’t what Caleb wanted to
hear.

“What do you mean they can’t get to us until tomorrow
morning?” he demanded.

Alyssa cringed. “They won’t be here until morning?”
“I’m sorry for the inconvenience, sir. We have only one

associate garage in that area and the mechanic is out on a call,”
Jason apologized. “After that he has three more to take care of
before he can get to you.”

Thinking fast, Caleb asked, “Could you send someone with a
rental car?”

“Just a moment, please.”
“What did he say?” she asked anxiously.
“He’s checking.” Caleb smiled. “I’m sure we’ll have a car here

in no time.” At least, he hoped they would.
“Sir, your rental car will be delivered to your location by four

in the morning,” Jason said, sounding as if he’d accomplished
something wonderful.

“Four!” Caleb checked his watch, then shook his head. “Five
hours is unacceptable, Jason. Even if the car is coming from
Albuquerque, it shouldn’t take more than a couple of hours.”

“I’m sorry, sir,” Jason said, beginning to sound like a broken



 
 
 

record. “The agencies in both Truth or Consequences and
Socorro are closed, the one in Las Cruces has all of its cars rented
right now and the one in Albuquerque is having to call someone
in to drive the car down to you.”

Caleb glanced over at Alyssa. She looked fit to be tied.
“So that’s the best you can do?” he asked the young man.
“I’m afraid so, sir,” Jason answered. “If there’s any-thing else

we can do for you, please let us know.”
Caleb snapped the phone shut as he turned to Alyssa. “I guess

you’ve figured out by now that we aren’t going anywhere until
around four tomorrow morning.”

Looking more pale than she had a few minutes ago, she
nodded and started for the passenger door. “I think one of us
must be related to Murphy.”

“Who the hell’s Murphy?”
“I’m not sure, but his law has plagued us throughout this trip.”
“Ah, yes. Anything that can go wrong, will go wrong, and at

the worst possible moment.” He helped her into the truck. “Well,
things could be worse.”

She looked at him like he had spit for brains. “How on earth
could things be any worse?”

He grinned. “We could have broken down before or after we
got to the rest area.”

“Small consolation,” she said, settling herself on the bench
seat. “We’re still stranded.”

“Yes, but at least we’re stuck at a rest area with vending



 
 
 

machines.” He hooked his thumb over his shoulder. “I’m going
to see if they have bottled water. Do you want one?”

She nodded. “Thank you.”
As Caleb walked the short distance to the row of vending

machines, Alyssa took one deep breath, then another. How much
anxiety could one woman handle before she lost her mind?

She’d been stressed enough over her behavior when he’d
kissed her. Then, after the phone call from the se-curity guard,
she’d spent the rest of the night tossing and turning as she’d
thought of the office gossip that would surely be spreading like
wildfire. Now, she was having to spend another night in Caleb’s
disturbing presence.

Watching him get bottles of water from the machine, then
start back toward the truck, she shivered. He looked darned
good in his sports jacket, dress shirt and jeans. On some
men, the combination just wouldn’t work. But on Caleb, it was
sexy beyond words. And she had to admit that spending more
time with him wasn’t an unpleasant thought. He wasn’t just
devastatingly handsome, he was intelligent, easy to talk to and
had a nice sense of humor. And boy, oh boy, could he kiss.

Her cheeks heated and she had to force herself to breathe.
The more time she spent with him, the more she wanted to know
about him, the more she wanted him to kiss her again. And
therein lay the problem.

For heaven’s sake, they worked together. She shouldn’t want
to spend more time getting to know him. And she definitely



 
 
 

shouldn’t want his kiss. She knew all too well from past
experience that becoming friendly with a coworker spelled
disaster with a great big capital D.

But the choice had been taken out of her hands. Fate had
stepped in and taken over—first with the room mix-up and now
with a broken radiator hose.

When he opened the driver’s door, he handed her two bottles
of water and a package of cookies before remov-ing his sports
jacket. Tossing it on the seat between them, he rolled up the
sleeves of his white dress shirt, then slid in behind the steering
wheel.

Her breath caught and she decided she was in real trouble if
all it took to make her insides hum was the sight of his bare
forearms. But as he turned up his shirt sleeves, the movement
drew attention to the play of muscles and sent her pulse into
overdrive.

“I thought you might get hungry while we’re waiting on the
rental car,” he said.

She glanced down at the package of cookies. It was only a
stale vending-machine snack, but his thoughtfulness touched her
more than she could have imagined. No one, including her father,
had ever shown her a lot of consideration. She’d always been the
bookish nerd who blended into the background, no matter where
she went or who she was with. There had even been times after
her mother had died that she’d suspected her father had forgotten
she existed.



 
 
 

“Thank you,” she said, barely able to get the words past the
lump clogging her throat.

“Are you all right?” He reached out to put his arm around her,
then, moving his jacket out of the way, pulled her to the middle
of the seat. “I know being stuck here is upsetting, but—”

“I’m fine. Really.” Wanting to change the subject be-fore she
made a complete fool of herself, she asked, “Do you really think
going on picnics and getting closer with the employees is going
to make Skerritt and Crowe a more efficient consulting firm?”

He nodded. “Let me ask you this. How much do you know
about the people who work under you?”

Thinking hard, she shook her head. “Not much.”
“Exactly.” Twisting in the seat to face her, he leaned back

against the driver’s door. “Would you say Geena Phillips has been
working up to her potential lately?”

She didn’t have to think twice about the matter. The woman
had been late several times in the past couple of weeks. “No.
Lately, she’s seemed distracted and I’ve been meaning to talk to
her about it.”

“Don’t,” he said, shaking his head. “A disciplinary talk will
only add to the problem.”

“I take it you know something I don’t.”
His mouth flattened into a grim line. “She’s battling a case

of morning sickness. It’s her first pregnancy, she doesn’t know
where the father of her baby disappeared to and she’s scared
witless that she won’t be able to handle things by herself.”



 
 
 

Alyssa was shocked. “I had no idea Geena was going through
anything like that.”

“That’s because in the past it’s been company policy to check
your private life at the door when you come to work.” He shook
his head. “Geena’s a good accountant who’s hit a rough patch in
her life. She needs our support and assurance that she’s not going
to lose the job she’ll need to support herself and the baby. That
kind of encouragement from an employer can go a long way to
instill loyalty in an employee, as well as inspire them to work
harder for the company.”

She could see where a change was definitely in order in that
area. “I’ll talk to her about coming in a couple of hours later until
she starts feeling better.”

Yawning he nodded his approval. “Now you have the right
idea.” It seemed that he’d no sooner gotten the words out than
he was sound asleep.

As she leaned her head back against the seat and tried to
get comfortable, she had to admit that Caleb’s approach to
management made a lot of sense. By the book wasn’t necessarily
the best way to handle employees.

But the idea of letting her employees know her better still
made her extremely nervous. The more someone knew about
you, the more they could use against you. At least, that was the
philosophy her father had preached to her for as long as she could
remember.

She sighed. If she stayed at Skerritt and Crowe, becoming



 
 
 

friendly with those around her was definitely going to take some
getting used to.

Reluctant to open her eyes and end the dream of having two
strong arms holding her securely to a wide masculine chest,
Alyssa burrowed deeper into her dream lover’s embrace. It felt
wonderful to be held while she slept and she wanted to enjoy it
for as long as she could, even if it was just a dream.

“Good morning.”
Her eyes flew open and she started to pull away. Dear heavens,

she wasn’t dreaming. She was lying on a very real Caleb Walker,
who, at the moment, seemed intent on keeping her right where
she was.

“I—I’m sorry,” she stammered, trying once again to extricate
herself from his hold.

He tightened his arms around her and his deep chuckle
beneath her ear vibrated all the way to her soul. “Don’t be sorry.
I’m not. You were comfortable and I thought I’d let you sleep.”

Her heart did a funny little flip. “It was nice of you to think
of me,” she said, straightening her glasses. She managed to put
a little space between them to look up into his twinkling hazel
eyes. “But—”

“Sweetheart, I think about you more than you realize.” He
gave her the sexy grin that never failed to curl her toes as he drew
her closer, then rested his forehead on hers. “In fact, you’re about
all I’ve been able to think of since night before last.”

Shivers skittered up and down her spine from the mere



 
 
 

memory, but the only way she’d been able to face him had been
to tell herself that she’d dreamed it. “Nothing happened,” she
insisted.

He chuckled. “Then I must have a real vivid imagination,
because after that kiss, I walked out of the motel room hotter
than a two-dollar pistol at a skid-row pawnshop.”

Alyssa felt as if her heart had stopped completely and even if
her vocal cords hadn’t suddenly become temporarily paralyzed,
she couldn’t think of a thing to say.

Leaning back, he gazed at her for several long seconds. “You
want to know something else?”

“I—I’m not sure,” she said, feeling extremely short of breath.
“I want to do it again.” He removed her glasses, then placed

them on the dash. “Do you want me to kiss you, Alyssa?”
Mesmerized by his remarkable gaze and promising smile, she

didn’t even hesitate. “Yes.”
He removed first one, then another of the pins holding her

hair up. “You have beautiful hair. You should wear it down more
often.”

“I’ve always hated my hair,” she said honestly.
“Why?” Running his fingers through it, he cupped the back

of her head and started to draw her forward. “It feels like strands
of silk.”

Unable to breathe, much less think, Alyssa’s eyes drifted shut
as she allowed Caleb to nibble at her lips, then cover them with a
kiss so tender it made her feel as if she were the most cherished



 
 
 

woman on earth. What was there about this man that she couldn’t
resist?

She’d never had trouble rejecting advances from other men.
But when Caleb touched her, rational thought seemed beyond
her capabilities. All she wanted was to feel his big, hard body
pressed to hers, to taste the desire on his lips and hear his sexy
Southern drawl as he said her name.

When he used the tip of his tongue to coax her to open for
him, she decided it didn’t matter that she had no will of her own
where he was concerned. The truth was, she liked the way he
made her feel when he kissed her and the last thing she wanted
him to do was stop.

As Caleb slipped his tongue inside, Alyssa met him halfway
in a sensuous game of advance and retreat and he felt like his
heart would pound a hole right through his rib cage. He’d tried to
tell himself to leave well enough alone, that Alyssa Jane Merrick
was off-limits.

For one thing, she was a career woman and, considering
his history with them, he should be running as hard and fast
as his legs would carry him in the opposite direction. And
for another, he was having to rely on hers and the other
managers’experience at Skerritt and Crowe to keep the firm
running until he could get some business courses under his belt.
He didn’t need an emotional involvement added to the mix. It
would only complicate things and increase the possibility of one
of them getting hurt.



 
 
 

But whether it was wise or not, he hadn’t been able to resist
the temptation of holding her soft body against his, of once again
savoring her perfect lips. He’d spent a hell of a day yesterday and
an even worse night reliving that kiss and he needed to know if
she was as fan-tastic as he remembered.

When she lightly stroked his tongue with hers, the sweet, shy
response aroused him so fast it made him light-headed and he
immediately decided that if any-thing, his memory had been
more than a little faulty. He’d never in all of his thirty years been
this turned on by simply kissing a woman.

Slowly tugging her blouse from the waistband of her skirt, he
slipped his hand under the beige silk. Her smooth skin felt like
satin beneath his palm as he slid it over her ribs to the underside
of her breast. Cupping the soft mound, he gently caressed her
as he nibbled his way from her lips down the slender column of
her throat.

Her tiny moan of pleasure sent a fresh wave of heat straight
to his groin. But when he realized that she’d unbuttoned the first
few buttons on his shirt and was doing a little exploring of her
own, his body tightened with an intensity that quickly had him
shifting to relieve the pressure in his suddenly too-tight jeans.
Just knowing she was as turned on as he was sent his blood
pressure skyrocketing.

At that moment, he wanted her more than he wanted to draw
his next breath. He wanted to lay her down and discover all of
her secrets. And he wanted to share all of his with her.



 
 
 

“Hey man, get a room.”
Glancing through the windshield, Caleb noticed a group of

grinning teenage boys walking past the truck on their way to the
information center.

Damn! His timing couldn’t have been worse. The front seat
of his truck in a rest area with God and everybody strolling past
wasn’t exactly the place for the pleasurable kind of exploring he
had in mind.

He took in some much-needed oxygen as he rearranged
Alyssa’s blouse. “Sweetheart, there’s nothing I’d like more than
to continue kissing you and a hell of a lot more. But if we keep
this up, somebody’s going to call the cops. And I’m not real keen
on the idea of our being arrested for lewd conduct in a public
place.”

She made no comment as she stared at him, but the heightened
color on her cheeks indicated that she’d forgotten where they
were, the same as he had.

“It’s daylight,” she said, looking around. “What time is it?”
Checking his watch, he shook his head to clear it. “It’s a little

past eight.”
“Where’s the rental car?” She slid over to the passenger side

of the seat. “I thought it was supposed to be here by four.”
Caleb shrugged. “They’re late.”
“No kidding.” She tucked her blouse back into the waistband

of her skirt. “Have you called them?”
“The driver thought we were in the rest area north of Socorro,”



 
 
 

he said, nodding. “When he didn’t find us there, he turned
around and went back to Albuquerque instead of calling roadside
assistance to get a verification on our location.”

He didn’t add that he wasn’t all that sorry the guy was
incompetent. Whether it was smart or not, he’d enjoyed holding
her while she’d slept.

“Are they sending another car?”
He shook his head. “I told them not to bother.”
“You did what?” If looks could kill, he’d be dead in about two

seconds flat.
“The mechanic from Truth or Consequences should be here

any time with a new radiator hose.” He stretched to relieve a few
of the kinks in his muscles. “I didn’t see the need for a car when
he’ll have the truck fixed in less than fifteen minutes.”

“I suppose that makes sense.” She frowned. “But I was hoping
we’d be back at the office well before everyone arrived for work.
I wanted to run home for a quick shower and to change clothes.”
She glanced down at her wrinkled suit. “I’m a mess.”

“Don’t worry about it. We won’t get there until midmorning.”
He gave her his most reassuring smile. “Everyone will be busy
and you can get your car without anyone being the wiser.”

She looked more than a little doubtful. “I hope you’re right.”
He didn’t tell her, but he hoped like hell he was, too.



 
 
 

 
Five

 
When Caleb steered the truck into his reserved parking space,

Alyssa immediately noticed that something was wrong with her
car. Instead of sitting level, it was tilted to one side. So much for
making a quick getaway before someone in the office saw her
disheveled appearance.

“Looks like you have a flat tire,” Caleb commented when he
got out of the truck and came around to open the passenger door
for her.

“Great. Just what I wanted to do before I go home,” she said,
wondering what else could go wrong. “I get to change a tire.”

He frowned. “You’re going to do it yourself?”
She nodded. “I’ve been changing my own tires since I learned

to drive. My father insisted on it.”
“You don’t have an auto service plan?”
“No.”
He held out his hand. “Give me the keys.”
“Thanks, but I’ll take care of it,” she said, removing her suit

jacket.
“Not while I’m around.” He took the keys from her, then

motioned toward the building. “Why don’t you go inside and get
out of this heat?”

She nibbled on her lower lip. The temperature was rising, but
so was her apprehension that someone would see her.

#ulink_2ea7bf59-13c4-528c-be97-6783343ecf67


 
 
 

“I’d rather not.”
She could just imagine the stares if she walked into her office

looking the way she did. Her clothing couldn’t have been more
wrinkled from spending the night in the truck and her hair was
hanging down her back like a limp mop because Caleb had lost
most of the pins when he’d taken it out of her usual chignon.

“Don’t be silly.” He opened the trunk of her sedan. “It’s
already in the nineties and—”

“No need for you gettin’ all hot and dirty, Caleb,” Ernie Clay
called as he hurried out of the building toward them. The security
guard stopped in front of them, then, grinning like a Cheshire
cat, he nodded at her car. “Clarence noticed Ms. Merrick’s tire
was flat and had me call my brother-in-law. He owns a garage
and tow-ing service and should be here in a few minutes to take
care of it.”

“Thanks, Ernie.” Caleb placed his hand at the small of her
back and started urging her toward the entrance. “We’ll be in
our offices. Let us know when your brotherin-law has the tire
changed.”

The last thing Alyssa wanted to do was walk into the office
looking the way she did. But before she had a chance to protest,
Caleb ushered her through the building entrance and over to the
elevators.

When the elevator door slid shut, she looked down at her
clothes. “I’m a complete mess.”

He frowned. “You look fine to me.”



 
 
 

She shook her head. “My hair is down, my pantyhose has a
huge run and I look like a raccoon from the mascara smudges
under my eyes.”

Removing her glasses for a closer look, he shook his head.
“Just one little place under your left eye.”

Her jacket fell to the floor as she was thrown off guard by his
unexpected touch, and she braced her hands on his chest to keep
from falling when the elevator came to a halt on their floor. “I’ll
take care of—”

The doors opened at that very moment and to Alyssa’s
horror, Malcolm Fuller and the entire publicrelations department
observed her clinging to Caleb as he used his thumb to wipe
gently at the tender skin below her eye. From the looks on their
faces, she could tell exactly what they were thinking.

“Well, hello there,” Malcolm said, not even bothering to hide
his ear-to-ear grin. “We’re headed out to our first team-building
picnic. Would you two like to join us?”

“No, thank you,” she said before Caleb could get them
into something else that would no doubt cause her further
humiliation. “But have a good time.”

Her cheeks burned with embarrassment as she picked up her
jacket, then brushed past the group and headed straight for her
office. She didn’t wait to see if Caleb followed, nor did she care
that he still had her glasses. She’d spent two and a half nerve-
racking days with him and she needed some space.

Although her father would strongly disapprove and probably



 
 
 

come back to haunt her for being such a coward, all she wanted
to do was hide out in her office until her car was fixed. After
that, she had every intention of going home, climbing into bed
and sleeping the entire weekend. Hopefully, when she woke up
Monday morning, she would escape the nightmare she’d been
trapped in for the past week.

But even as she mourned the loss of her wellor-dered work
environment, she couldn’t deny that her body still hummed
from Caleb’s touch. And just the memory of his steamy kisses
was enough to leave her aching for things she had no business
wanting.

As she walked down the hall toward the conference room to
meet with a client, Alyssa finally began to relax. It had been a
week since she and Caleb had returned from the Roswell trip and
it appeared that he’d been right about the gossip dying down once
they’d told the whole story. To her immense relief, she hadn’t
heard a single word about them spending the night together or
being caught in a compromising position in the elevator. Other
than a few smug smiles and knowing looks from a couple of her
male coworkers, it had been business as usual around the office.

“Has anyone seen them together since Friday?” Alyssa
overheard someone ask as she approached the door to the break
room.

The hushed voice stopped her dead in her tracks.
“No. I think they’re probably trying to be a little more discreet

about their affair.” The woman laughed. “I mean really, getting



 
 
 

caught in the elevator like that, then trying to convince us that he
was looking at her eye. How dumb do they think we are? I heard
that half of her clothes were on the elevator floor and she was
tearing at his shirt when the doors opened.”

A chill raced through her and it felt as if ice water had replaced
the blood in her veins. She wanted to scream that they were
wrong in their assumptions, that it really was just as Caleb had
told them. But she knew it was useless.

“You know there’s a door connecting their offices,” she heard
a third voice chime in. “There’s no telling how many times during
the day they get together for a little tête-à-tête.”

The laughter that followed the erroneous statement made
Alyssa nauseous. Feeling as if her world had just caved in on her,
she retraced her steps and headed back to her office. She’d heard
enough to know that her professional reputation at Skerritt and
Crowe had gone down in a blaze of glory—and that there was
nothing left but cinders.

“Please call Geena Phillips and have her meet with Mr. Holt
in the conference room,” she said, placing the client file on
Geneva’s desk.

“Is something wrong?” the older woman asked, her obvious
concern reflected in the tone of her voice. “You don’t look like
you feel well.”

“I don’t.” That was the understatement of the year, Alyssa
thought as she walked into her office and closed the door.

She’d been a naive fool to think that people weren’t talking



 
 
 

about her and Caleb. How could she have been so stupid? The
employees weren’t going to discuss their thoughts on the issue in
front of the two people involved.

Walking straight to her desk, she sat down at her computer
and began drafting her resignation. She’d hoped to have another
job lined up before she quit, but the choice had been taken out of
her hands. There was no way she could stay at Skerritt and Crowe
now. By close of business this afternoon, she’d be unemployed.

“Geneva told me you’re sick,” Caleb said, walking into her
office without so much as a tap on the connecting door. “Do you
need to see a doctor?”

“No.” Alyssa should have known their secretary would run
to him with her concerns. Geneva, the traitor, had embraced
every one of Caleb’s ideas and took it upon herself to keep him
informed of everything that went on in the office as soon as it
happened.

“Are you sure you’re all right?” He frowned. “You do look
pale. I’ll drive you—”

“I’m fine.” She glared at him as she keyed in the command to
print her resignation. “Now, will you please leave?”

“You don’t feel well and you’re cranky as hell. But you’re
fine?” An understanding smile suddenly turned up the corners of
his mouth. “That time of month, huh?”

Exasperated, she threw up her hands and sat back in her desk
chair. “Why do men automatically think of PMS when a woman
wants to be left alone? Did it ever occur to you that I might be



 
 
 

tired and just want a little peace and quiet?”
Instead of going back into his office as she requested, he sat

down in one of the chairs in front of her desk. “You were on
your way to outline a retirement plan that you’ve been working
on for the past week, then all of a sudden you turn the file over to
Geena. If you aren’t sick, what’s the problem?” Before she could
answer, he shook his head. “And don’t feed me that line about
peace and quiet. What’s going on?”

Suddenly feeling much too tired to argue, she removed her
letter of resignation from the printer, signed it and handed it to
him. “I think this is self-explanatory.”

He scanned the letter, then shook his head. “You can’t resign.”
She laughed humorlessly. “I just did.”
“I’m not going to accept it.” He ripped the paper in half, rose

to his feet, then rounded the desk to turn her chair to face him.
Placing a hand on each of the chair arms, he had her trapped and
she had no alternative but to listen to him. “Talk to me, Alyssa.
Tell me what’s brought on this sudden decision to bail out of a
job I happen to know you love.”

His face was only inches from hers and it took every ounce
of her concentration to remember what he’d said. “You were
wrong,” she finally blurted out before she could stop herself.

He frowned. “About what?”
Defeated, she fought to keep her voice even. “The gossip

hasn’t died down about us. If anything, it’s led to more
speculation among the employees.”



 
 
 

“That’s it?”
“Isn’t that enough?”
“No.”
Caleb’s gut churned with a mixture of anger and desperation.

He’d known they were still the favorite topic of idle conversation
around the office and although he wasn’t happy about it, he’d
done his best to ignore it. Trying to set the record straight once
again would only make matters worse and add more grist to the
rumor mill.

Unfortunately, that was only the tip of the iceberg. The
possibility of Alyssa leaving the firm was what had him tied
in knots. He wasn’t proud of having to rely on her without her
knowing it, but he needed her expertise to keep things running
smoothly until he got a grasp on what he was supposed to be
doing.

But as important as her business acumen was to him, the real
reason his stomach churned like a cement mixer whenever he
thought about her leaving Skerritt and Crowe was far simpler.
He’d hated to admit it, even to himself, but he just plain didn’t
want to face coming to the office without her being there.

Noticing a tear at the corner of her big blue eyes, he
removed her glasses and gently wiped it away. “Did you overhear
something, sweetheart?”

She nodded. “According to some, you and I are having a grand
old time in here.” She rolled her eyes. “Several times a day.”

He chuckled. “I’m good, but I wasn’t aware that I’m that good.”



 
 
 

Her cheeks turned a pretty pink. “I wouldn’t know any-thing
about that. But I do know that I can’t effectively supervise when
everyone thinks I’m sleeping with the boss.”

Lifting her chin with his index finger, he stared at her for
several long seconds. God, she was pretty and it tore him up to
see her upset like this.

“It’s going to be all right, Alyssa. I promise.”
“I don’t know how.”
She looked so dejected, it was all he could do to keep from

taking her into his arms. But that would only add fuel to the fire
if someone walked into her office and caught them.

As he continued to stare at her, a germ of an idea began to
form. It was crazy enough that it just might work.

“I think I have a solution that will stop the tongues from
wagging and allow you to keep your job here,” he said, smiling.

She looked doubtful. “I’m listening.”
“Let’s go along with the rumors.”
He laughed when she looked at him like he might not be

playing with a full deck. “Have you lost your mind?”
“Probably.” He took her hands in his, then pulling her to

her feet, took her in his arms. “My grandpa used to say that
sometimes the only way to put out a fire is to throw kerosene
on it.”

“In other words, insanity runs in your family?”
Caleb grinned. “Grandpa did have his share of peculiarities,

but most of the time his logic made a hell of a lot of sense. Toss



 
 
 

a little fuel on a fire and it burns itself out real quick and that’s
the end of it. Leave it alone and it can smolder for a while, then
flare up again and again.”

“Would you care to explain how that relates to our current
problem?” To his satisfaction, she’d wrapped her arms around
his waist and seemed genuinely interested in hearing him out.

“If we come out in the open and tell everyone that we are
romantically involved, there won’t be anything left to speculate
about.” He paused as something else came to mind. “In fact, as of
right now, we’re engaged. Then, in a few weeks, we’ll announce
that we’ve changed our minds and decided to just be friends.”

“Now I’m sure you’ve gone over the edge.” Pulling away from
him, she stepped back and shook her head. “It would never
work.”

“Sure it will. And the sooner we announce our big news the
sooner we’ll be back to business as usual.” Giving her a quick
kiss, he reached over to press the button on her intercom. He
wasn’t waiting for her to come up with any more arguments why
his plan was faulty. “Geneva, call a mandatory meeting of all
employees for two this afternoon in the lobby downstairs.”

“Consider it done,” the secretary answered. “Is there anything
else?”

“Nope. That’s it. Thanks, Geneva.” Turning back to Alyssa, he
smiled. She had that deer-in-the-headlights look again. “Relax.
In about an hour, we’ll make our big announcement and the
problem will be over.”



 
 
 

She sank into her chair as if her knees would no longer support
her. “Or just beginning.”

“Trust me, sweetheart. An engagement is just what the doctor
ordered to take care of this little problem.”

She sighed. “Which doctor would that be? Kevorkian?”
Laughing, he headed back into his office. “Hang on to your

sense of humor and everything will work out great. You’ll see.”
When he closed the door behind him, Caleb walked over to

stare out the window behind his desk. A fake engagement? What
the hell had he been thinking?

But when Alyssa had shoved her resignation at him, he’d felt
like his stomach had dropped to his shoe tops. And it hadn’t been
entirely due to the fact that he needed her to stay at the firm and
keep things running while he took his classes.

The simple fact of the matter was he didn’t want Alyssa to
leave because he had a case of the hots for her and there didn’t
seem to be any way he could stop it. Not even reminding himself
of his miserable track record with a career woman had lessened
her appeal. Since their trip to Roswell last week, all he’d been
able to think about was how soft and sweet she’d looked when
she slept and how good it had felt to hold her.

He took a deep breath and shook his head in an effort to
clear it. If they were going to convince the Sker-ritt and Crowe
employees they were wild about each other, it was going to take
some planning.

A slow grin spread across his face. They had an entire weekend



 
 
 

to get their act together and he knew the perfect place to hold
their strategy session. Now all he had to do was convince Alyssa
to go with him.

“This is never going to work, Caleb,” Alyssa said as they
walked out of her office into the deserted hall.

“Just follow my lead and act happier than you’ve ever been in
your life.” He waited for her to step onto the elevator. “I’ll take
care of the rest. Did you get your purse?”

She nodded. “Although I can’t understand why you think I
need it.”

“You’ll see.”
His grin told her that he had something up his sleeve, but

she didn’t have time to think about what it could be. What was
about to take place was foremost in her thoughts and had her
wondering if they’d both lost their minds. In just a few short
seconds, the elevator doors were going to open and they’d tell the
entire Skerritt and Crowe staff they were engaged.

When the elevator came to a halt on the ground floor, Caleb
grinned and took her hand in his. “Ready?”

“No.”
“Smile,” he whispered as the doors swished open.
Stepping off the elevator, instead of looking deliriously happy,

she’d bet everything she owned that she looked more like she was
about to throw up. The sick feeling intensified when she watched
several of her colleagues exchange knowing glances.

“Since our trip to Roswell last week, there’s been a lot of



 
 
 

speculation about the nature of the relationship be-tween me and
A.J.,” Caleb said, getting right to the heart of the matter. “That’s
why we’ve called you all here this afternoon. We want to end the
speculation and set the record straight, once and for all.”

There was no turning back now. She took a deep breath and
trained her unwavering gaze on Caleb. She wasn’t certain she’d
be able to get through the next few minutes if she had to look
at anyone else.

“Yes, there’s something going on between me and A. J.
Merrick.” Her heart skipped several beats when he looked down
at her and smiled. “I’d like to announce that as of this afternoon,
Alyssa and I are engaged.”

Stunned silence reigned for several seconds before the crowd
suddenly broke out in a round of enthusiastic applause. But when
Caleb pulled her to him and kissed her like a soldier returning
from war, the cheers were so loud it was almost deafening.

When he raised his head, he announced, “Alyssa and I are
leaving town for the weekend, so don’t try calling us. We’ll be
busy making… ” His pause and suggestive grin caused several
knowing smiles. “Wedding plans,” he finished. He pointed to
Malcolm. “You’re in charge until we return on Monday.”

The kiss and Caleb’s announcement that they were going away
together had taken her by surprise, but he shocked her beyond
words when he swept her up into his arms and carried her from
the building to the uproarious cheers and applause of the Skerritt
and Crowe employees. Unable to find her voice and not knowing



 
 
 

what else to do, she threw her arms around his shoulders and
hung on for dear life.

“What in the name… of all that’s holy… do you think you’re
doing?” she finally managed to squeak out as he walked across
the parking lot toward his truck.

He laughed. “I’m whisking you away like any white knight
worth his weight in beans would do when he’s won the hand of
his fair maiden.”

“Don’t you think you’re taking this farce just a bit far?” she
asked when he opened his truck door and deposited her on the
bench seat.

When she started to scoot over to the passenger side, he slid
behind the steering wheel and pulled her up against him. “If this
is going to work, we have to look like we’re wild about each other,
right?”

“Yes, but—”
“Don’t you think everyone would expect us to spend time

together away from the office?” he asked, starting the truck, then
backing it from the parking space. “And especially right after we
got engaged?”

She sighed. “All right, you’ve made your point.”
He gave her a grin that curled her toes inside her black pumps.

“We’ll drop by your apartment for you to get some clothes
together, then head up to my place to hide out for the weekend.”

Feeling as if her life was spinning out of control with no hope
of recovery, she gasped. “I beg your pardon. When did this fiasco



 
 
 

escalate to me actually going away with you?”
As he drove the truck out onto the street and headed in the

direction of her apartment, he shook his head. “Think about it,
Alyssa. Ed Bentley lives in the same complex you do. In fact,
he and his wife live in the building across the street from yours.
Even if you stayed in for the entire weekend, he’d notice your
lights going on and off and know you were home.” He gave
her a pointed look. “The success of our plan hinges on this,
sweetheart.”

Her temples began to throb and her stomach felt as if it had
been filled with rocks. “Why did I ever let you talk me into this?”

“Because the rumors and gossip were getting to you.” He took
her hand in his to give it a gentle squeeze. “Besides, we need
to map out a game plan for how we’ll play our engagement and
eventual breakup.”

Everything he said made perfect sense, but that did little to
lessen the apprehension building inside her as he steered the
truck into her apartment complex. She didn’t even have a clue
where he lived.

As if he’d read her mind, he smiled. “Be sure to bring a jacket.
It gets chilly at night.”

“You live in the mountains?” Somehow, she wasn’t surprised.
“Yep. About twenty miles from here, in the East Mountain

area,” he said, parking in front of her building. He shrugged. “I
never have been much of a city boy.”

She took a deep breath and reached for the door handle. “I’ll



 
 
 

pack accordingly.” When he started to get out of the truck, she
shook her head. “If you don’t mind, I’d like a few minutes alone
to collect my thoughts.”

He stared at her for a moment before he nodded. “Don’t forget
to pack your swimsuit. I have a hot tub and pool.”

As she entered her small apartment to begin packing a few
things for her weekend away with Caleb, Alyssa wasn’t sure
whether to laugh or cry. Why on earth had she allowed him to
talk her into such a ridiculous scheme?

But as she finished folding clothes into her small bag, then
made arrangements with Mrs. Rogers to take care of her
parakeet, Alyssa knew exactly why she’d gone along with Caleb’s
plan. She simply didn’t want to leave Skerritt and Crowe to find
a position elsewhere. Other financial firms might offer the same
opportunities to do the work she loved, but there was one thing
they didn’t have—a handsome CEO with hazel eyes, a sexy as
sin grin and kisses that turned her into melted butter.



 
 
 

 
Six

 
Opening the wrought-iron gate, Caleb wondered what was

going through Alyssa’s pretty little head as he led her across the
courtyard to the front door. The farther out of the city they’d
driven, the more silent and speculative she’d become.

“If you’re worried about the sleeping arrangements, don’t,” he
said when they entered the house. He set her small case down to
punch the deactivation code into the security system. “There are
three extra bedrooms. You can take your pick.”

“I really hadn’t given where I’d be sleeping much thought.”
When he turned to face her, she gave him a sheepish grin. “I’ve
been mentally calculating how much stucco homes cost and what
the investment potential in real estate is on this side of the Sandia
Mountains. I would think that the equity would build quickly
since this area seems to be growing pretty fast.”

He chuckled as he picked up her overnight case. “Once an
accountant, always an accountant, huh?”

“Something like that.” She gave him an odd look. “With your
background in business, wasn’t it something you considered when
you moved here?”

“Not really.” He wasn’t about to tell her that the house had
been given to him when he’d accepted Emerald’s offer to take
over the firm or that his background in business started two
weeks ago when he’d walked through Skerritt and Crowe’s front

#ulink_93c17418-96fe-5b79-bf02-dc35d602e559


 
 
 

doors. “I was more interested in the fact that it’s fairly secluded
and has several acres of land.”

She seemed to accept his explanation and, breathing a little
easier, he followed her into the great room. But his heart damned
near hammered a hole clean through his rib cage when she
stopped to stare at a portrait of a middle-aged Emerald Larson
and her infamous playboy son, Owen—Caleb’s late father.

“Are they your relatives?” she asked, smiling.
The picture was at least twenty-five years old and it was

apparent that Alyssa hadn’t recognized the pair. Hopefully, she
wouldn’t.

“That’s my grandmother and father,” he said cautiously.
Gazing at him a moment, she nodded. “There’s a strong family

resemblance.”
He placed his hand at the small of her back to usher her toward

the bedrooms before she had a chance to study the picture closer
and figure out who they all were. He hadn’t lied to her thus far
and he wasn’t about to start now. If she’d recognized the Larsons,
he’d have admitted to being one of the heirs to the Emerald, Inc.
conglomerate. But she hadn’t. And although omission of the facts
was something he wasn’t proud of and continued to struggle with,
being outright dishonest was out of the question. It just wasn’t
his style.

“Feel free to check out the other two bedrooms, then decide
which one you want,” he said, opening the door to the room
closest to his. The room had been done in yellow and green and



 
 
 

looked a little more feminine than the other two bedrooms. “They
all have their own private bathroom, but this one is the only one
besides the master suite that has a sitting area.”

“This is fine,” she said, glancing around. She walked over to
the French doors on the opposite side of the room to look out at
the patio and pool. “It’s a lovely area and your home is beautiful,
Caleb. You must love living up here.”

“Thanks.” He set her bag on the end of the bed, then walked
over to stand behind her. “The terrain is a lot different here than
in Tennessee, but I’m getting used to it.” He didn’t tell her that
it was a far cry from the humble farmhouse he’d grown up in or
that he was having a hard time thinking of it as his, even though it
had been signed over to him when he’d accepted Emerald’s offer.

“I’d like to hear about where you used to live,” she said,
sounding wistful. “I’ve never been east of the Mississippi, but
I’ve heard the southern states are quite beautiful.”

“They are. Back home when I look at the mountains, I’m used
to seeing them covered with trees, and everything is green. Here
it’s just as pretty, but in a different way. There aren’t as many
trees and everything is shades of tan, brown or orange.” Without
thinking, he slipped his arms around her waist and drew her back
against him. “I’ll have to take you to see the eastern mountains
sometime.”

He heard her soft intake of breath a moment before she turned
to face him. “Caleb, what are we doing?”

Staring down at her, he wondered the same thing. She was



 
 
 

the type of woman he’d vowed to steer clear of, yet there was
something about Alyssa Jane Merrick that he couldn’t resist. He
wanted to show her where he’d grown up, wanted her to know
who he was and what had molded him into the man he’d become,
and he wanted to know all about her. And that scared the living
hell out of him.

Suddenly needing to put a little space between them in order
to figure out what the hell had gotten into him, he kissed her
forehead then, releasing her, started for the door. “While you get
your things put away and freshen up, I’ll go see what I can scare
up for supper.”

As Alyssa watched him leave the room, she sighed heavily. It
hadn’t been lost on her that he’d avoided answering her question.
Could he be as confused about what was going on between them
as she was? What was happening between them?

She certainly wasn’t an expert at affairs of the heart, but it
was evident there was something drawing them together. They
couldn’t be in the same room for longer than five minutes without
being in each other’s arms.

What was there about Caleb Walker that made her forget the
lesson she’d learned five years ago at the hands of a man just like
him? Hadn’t she suffered enough humiliation when she’d learned
that men weren’t above using women to achieve their own goals
or advance their careers?

Sitting on the side of the bed, she thought about Wesley
Pennington III, the man who’d taught her just how cutthroat the



 
 
 

business world could truly be and the lengths that some men were
willing to go to in order to get ahead. Handsome and charming,
Wesley had swept her off her feet about a year after they’d both
started working at the prestigious financial group of Carson,
Gottlieb and Howell. And right up until the end of their six-
week affair, she hadn’t had a clue that he’d been using her to gain
information about a potential client.

But as she mentally compared Caleb to Wesley the weasel,
she had to admit there were very few, if any, similarities. Wesley
wouldn’t have been caught dead in a pair of jeans and boots,
nor would he have chosen to live in a secluded house in a quiet
rural area over his ultramodern uptown condo. And that was just
scratching the surface of how the two men differed.

Wesley had been a polished sophisticate and tended to act
superiorly with anyone below him on the corporate ladder.
But Caleb wasn’t anything like that. His casual, down-to-earth
personality immediately put everyone at ease and he not only
treated those who worked for him as his equals, he seemed to
genuinely care about them as well.

That was something she knew firsthand to be beyond Wesley’s
capabilities. He didn’t care about anyone but himself and he
wasn’t above stepping on those who posed a threat to, or got
in the way of, his lofty ambitions. He hadn’t thought twice
about using her affections for him to gain information that had
led to his obtaining a coveted corporate account and ultimately
the promotion that rightly should have been hers. When she’d



 
 
 

confronted him about it, he’d readily admitted that he’d only
started dating her for the purpose of getting ahead. But the
most devastating blow had come when she’d overheard her
coworkers gossiping about the whole sordid mess. That’s when
she’d decided she had no alternative but to look for another job
and had found her present position at Skerritt and Crowe.

But she was certain Caleb would never stoop to that level,
would never take credit for her or anyone else’s accomplishments,
even if he wasn’t already the head of Skerritt and Crowe. Nor
would he publicly humiliate her. On the contrary. He’d come up
with the pretend engagement and had her spending the weekend
with him because he was trying to squelch the rumors and gossip
that she found hurtful.

Sighing, she put the last of her clothes in the dresser drawer,
then changed into a pair of baggy camp shorts and a T-shirt.
She’d tried every way in the world not to like Caleb. But the truth
of the matter was, she trusted him more than she had anyone in
a very long time. And whether it was smart or not, she might as
well admit it—if she hadn’t already fallen for him, she was well
on her way.

“Thank you for a delicious dinner. You’re a very good cook.”
“Not really.” Caleb grinned. “Throwing something on the grill

and fire roasting a few vegetables is about the only thing I know
how to fix, besides frying bacon and scrambling eggs.”

“Well, I thought it was scrumptious.” Her sweet smile did a
real number on his insides. “And I’m glad you suggested we eat



 
 
 

out here on the patio.” He watched her look past the pool at the
valley below. “The view is absolutely gorgeous.”

He couldn’t agree more; the view was beautiful. But he wasn’t
looking at the cedar trees or the valley. The woman seated at the
table with him was far prettier than anything he’d ever seen.

Rising to his feet before he did something stupid like take her
in his arms and kiss her senseless, he gathered their plates. “I like
sitting out here after the sun goes down. Other than an occasional
coyote howling, it’s pretty quiet.”

“Let me help with those,” she said, standing up.
He shook his head. “I’ll take care of the cleanup.”
“That’s not fair,” she protested. “You cooked. I should clear

the table.”
He started toward the house with the dishes. “While I’m doing

this, why don’t you change? I don’t know about you, but I could
use some time in the hot tub be-fore I turn in for the night.”

“That does sound wonderful, but are you sure I can’t help you
first?”

Damned if she didn’t follow him into the kitchen. Taking a
deep breath, he shook his head. He was about two seconds away
from kissing her until they both needed CPR or carrying her to
his bedroom to make love to her for the rest of the night. But he
couldn’t tell her that. She’d probably belt him a good one, then
run as hard and fast as she could back to Albuquerque.

“I’ll just put these plates in the dishwasher, then meet you
in the hot tub in ten minutes,” he said, surprised that his voice



 
 
 

sounded fairly steady. Considering his state of mind and the
changes his body was going through at that very moment, he
figured it was nothing short of a miracle he could talk at all.

“Okay.” She gave him a smile that caused his blood pressure
to shoot up a good fifty points. “But I’m cooking breakfast
tomorrow morning.”

“You’ve got yourself a deal, sweetheart.” He’d agree to just
about anything as long as she left the room and let him get a grip
on his runaway libido.

But as he watched her walk away, his heart stalled and his body
tightened so fast it left him feeling light-headed. Even though her
khaki shorts and pink T-shirt looked to be a couple of sizes too
big, it couldn’t disguise the sexy sway of her shapely hips or the
fact that her long, slender legs looked like they could wrap around
a man and take him to heaven.

Caleb closed his eyes and forced himself to breathe. What the
hell had he been thinking when he’d suggested they get in the
hot tub? If just watching her walk made him hard, what would
happen when he saw her in a swimsuit?

The mental image his overactive imagination conjured up
made his knees wobble and sweat pop out on his forehead and
upper lip. Leaning against the kitchen counter for support, he
groaned. How on God’s green earth was he going to keep his
hands to himself for the next two days?

When the phone rang, he was grateful to whoever was on the
other end of the line for interrupting his disturbing thoughts.



 
 
 

“Thank you.”
“You’re welcome. Now, do you want to tell me what I did?”
“Hey, Hunter.” Once he and his brothers had learned about

each other, they’d all, by unspoken agreement, stayed in touch.
And Caleb was happy with the bond they were forming.

“What’s up with answering the phone the way you did?”
“Just thinking out loud,” Caleb said, hoping his oldest brother

forgot about his slip of the tongue.
“How’s the financial world? Any new advice on how I can turn

my savings account into a fortune?”
“If you want to build your money, the best advice I can give

you at this point is to leave it where it’s at,” Caleb said dryly.
Hunter snorted. “You sound about as sure of yourself at this

financial stuff as I feel about running an air-ambulance service.”
Caleb smiled. “How’s the EMT course going?”
There was a pause before Hunter finally answered. “I’ve been

in that damned class for almost two weeks and I still get light-
headed whenever I see a needle.”

“At least you’ve stopped passing out at the sight of them,”
Caleb said, laughing.

“Just barely.” Obviously wanting to change the subject, Hunter
asked, “Are you going to attend Emerald’s birthday party at the
end of the month?”

It was Caleb’s turn to snort. “I don’t think we’ve been given
a lot of choice about going. The invitation read more like a
summons than a request to help her celebrate her seventy-sixth



 
 
 

birthday.”
“It sounds like the one I got.” Hunter laughed humorlessly. “I

knew that old gal was going to yank our chains every chance she
got.”

“Have you talked to Nick lately?” Caleb asked.
“He called me last night and suggested we all meet for a beer

before we attend Emerald’s party.”
“That’s a good idea.” Caleb chuckled. “Maybe if we have a

buzz going, it’ll make the evening more tolerable.”
“I like the way you think.”
Finalizing plans to meet before the party, Caleb hung up and

headed for his bedroom to change. He was looking forward to
seeing Nick and Hunter again. And his only regret about finding
out that he had two brothers was that he hadn’t learned of their
existence sooner.

But he really had no room to complain. He’d had a
great childhood with the love and guidance of his maternal
grandparents and a mother who had been totally devoted to
raising him the right way. He’d asked who his father was a
few times, but his mother would only smile and tell him to
be patient—that one day he’d learn all about the man. After a
while he’d given up asking, and if he’d missed having a father,
Caleb couldn’t ever remember it. His grandfather had taught him
everything he’d needed to know, from how to tie a fishing lure
to what it meant to be a good, honest man.

But as he pulled on a pair of gym shorts, he decided he



 
 
 

couldn’t say he’d missed knowing his manipulative paternal
grandmother. No matter what she said about not meddling in
their lives back then or the way they ran the businesses she’d
given them now, he had a feeling she still had their every move
under surveillance and would have no problem stepping in to take
over if she felt it was warranted.

But when Caleb opened the French doors to step out onto the
patio and spotted Alyssa standing by the hot tub, his grievances
with Emerald Larson were quickly forgotten. Damn, but Alyssa
looked good. Her black one-piece bathing suit clung to her body
and enhanced all the curves that he’d been fantasizing about ever
since walking into her office the day he’d arrived to take over
the financial firm.

He swallowed hard. He’d been right about her legs, too. They
were long, sleek and perfect for holding a man close while he
made love to her.

“I’m sorry.” Walking over to her, he had to clear his suddenly
dry throat. “It took longer than I planned. One of my brothers
called.”

“I heard the phone ring.” She smiled wistfully. “It must be
nice to have siblings.”

“You’re an only child?” He wasn’t ready to tell her that a little
less than a month ago, he hadn’t even known his brothers existed.

Nodding, she took off her glasses and, laying them on a nearby
chair, started to climb the steps to get into the hot tub. “I always
wanted a brother or sister to share memories with, but it wasn’t



 
 
 

meant to be.”
Caleb took hold of her arm to help steady her as she stepped

into the bubbling water, but the second his fingers touched her
satiny skin, a jolt of electric current zinged straight up his arm
and exploded in the pit of his belly. Climbing into the hot tub
on shaky legs, he sat down beside her and tried to think of what
they’d been talking about.

“I, uh, haven’t always been close with my two brothers.”
“Is there a big age difference between you?” she asked,

sounding genuinely interested.
“No, we’re all about the same age.” He knew he was walking a

fine line, but he wanted to be as truthful with her as possible. “We
had the same father, but different mothers.” Deciding it was time
to change the subject be-fore he revealed more than he intended,
he smiled. “Could you tell me something, Alyssa?”

“It depends on the question and whether or not I know the
answer,” she said, looking a little apprehensive.

“Why do you go by your initials at work, instead of your given
name?” He’d wanted to know the answer since reviewing her
personnel file. “It’s very pretty.” Like you.

She shrugged one slender shoulder. “That’s what my father
always called me. I think it was his way of pretending I was the
son he always wanted, but never had.”

Reaching out, Caleb traced his index finger along her
porcelain cheek. No matter what kind of hell he’d have to go
through, he couldn’t seem to stop touching her. “I’m sure he loves



 
 
 

you more than you realize, sweetheart.”
She remained silent for several long moments before nodding.

“I suppose it was possible that he cared for me, but it’s something
I’ll never know. He died on a mission in the Middle East during
my junior year in college.”

Caleb felt like a complete jerk for bringing up an obviously
painful subject. Without thinking twice, he lifted her onto his lap
and did his best to ignore how her shapely bottom felt pressed to
his rapidly hardening body.

She stared at him for several long seconds. “Caleb, this isn’t
a good idea.”

“Hush.” Cradling her to his chest, he held her close as the
water bubbled around them. He tried to tell himself that he was
offering her comfort, but the truth was she felt so right in his
arms, he couldn’t bring himself to let her go. “I’m sorry, Alyssa.
I didn’t mean to pry.”

“It’s all right.” He felt her begin to relax against him. “I’ve
never had any illusions about it. My father and I didn’t have a
great relationship.”

He kissed her temple. “What about your mom? Are you close
to her?”

“Mother passed away when I was eight.” She sighed. “That’s
when I started attending school at the Marsden Academy for
Girls.”

“Your dad sent you to a boarding school?” Anger burned at his
gut. How could Merrick have done that to his only child? Caleb



 
 
 

could only imagine how lonely and scared she must have been.
At that moment, he despised the man for abandoning her when
she’d obviously needed him most.

“Actually, Dad didn’t have a lot of choice about sending me
to Marsden,” she said softly. “He was a navy SEAL and never
knew when his team would be called out on a mission.”

“Couldn’t you have stayed with a relative?”
He wondered why her grandparents hadn’t stepped forward to

take her in. There was no way in hell his grandparents would have
ever turned their grandchild away. They’d stood by his mother
when she’d found herself pregnant and alone, and had helped her
raise him, even though it hadn’t been as socially acceptable then
as it was now for a single woman to have a child.

Alyssa shook her head. “I’ve never even met my grandparents.
My dad was raised in the foster-care system and my maternal
grandparents didn’t think he was good enough for their only
child. When my mom eloped with him on graduation night, her
parents more or less disowned her.”

Alyssa had no idea why she was telling Caleb about her family
or, more accurately, her lack of one. Normally, she didn’t share
any details about herself with anyone. But he was easy to talk to
and his compassion made her feel at ease and free to discuss it
for the first time in years.

“What about you?” she asked, enjoying the feel of his wide
bare chest against her arm. “What was your childhood like?”

“It was pretty average,” he said, shrugging. “I grew up on a



 
 
 

farm in central Tennessee—”
“If you hadn’t told me before that you were from the South,

I’d have never known,” she said dryly.
He chuckled. “You can take the boy out of the South, but you

can’t take the Southern accent out of the boy.”
“Something like that,” she said, laughing. Wanting to hear

more about his childhood, she asked, “What was it like growing
up on a farm?”

“I guess it was pretty much like growing up anywhere else,”
he said, thoughtfully. “I did most of the things other kids my age
did—played Little League baseball, helped Grandpa around the
farm and went skinny-dipping in the creek every chance I got.”
His mischievous grin curled her toes. “Still do.”

Her insides fluttered. “You swim in the nude?”
He nodded. “I don’t even own a pair of swim trunks. The

only reason I’m wearing gym shorts now is to protect your tender
sensibilities.”

She suddenly felt a warmth course through her that had
nothing to do with being in the hot tub. “I’ve never gone
swimming without a suit.”

His grin caused her to feel as if the water temperature rose a
good ten degrees. “You should give it a try sometime.”

She’d never been good at sexy banter and, unable to think of
a suitable comeback, she asked, “Where did you go to school?”

His muscles tensed slightly before he answered. “No private
academies for me. I went to public schools.”



 
 
 

“University, too?”
“There’s no other team like the University of Tennessee Vols.”
“Vols?”
“Short for Volunteers,” he said, smiling. He pulled her closer.

“But I don’t want to discuss schools or sports teams right now.”
He brushed his lips over hers as he slid his finger under one of
the straps of her swimsuit. “Do you have any idea how great you
look in this little black number?”

She’d purposely ignored the fact that she was still sitting
on his lap, but suddenly several things became quite apparent.
They were alone in the semidarkness; their water-slick bodies
were pressed together and his muscular thighs under her bottom
weren’t the only things that were hard.

Her eyes widened and a breathtaking charge of need filled
every cell in her being. “I think… I’ll move over to the seat.”

“I like you right where you are.” With one arm around her
waist, he held her in place as he slid his hand from her shoulder
down her upper arm, taking her swimsuit strap with him. “Your
skin feels like silk, Alyssa.”

Desire so hot she felt scorched by its intensity washed over her
and, closing her eyes, she sighed. “This is insanity.”

“Do you want me to stop?” he asked, his voice so low and
intimate it caused goose bumps to shimmer over her skin.

God help her, but she didn’t want him to stop. She wanted him
to kiss and hold her. She wanted to feel his strong hands caressing
her body. And if she was really honest with herself, that’s what



 
 
 

she’d wanted since their trip to Roswell.
She shook her head as she opened her eyes to meet his

questioning gaze. “That’s what’s insane. I don’t want you to stop.
I should. But I don’t. And that’s what’s so confusing. I’ve never
been the type of person to throw caution to the wind.” A shiver
streaked up her spine when he cupped her cheek with his palm
and she had to take in some much-needed air before she could
finish. “But being with you, I find that I don’t want to analyze
every move I make. I don’t want to be sensible. And living for
the moment suddenly sounds so very tempting.”

“It’s up to you, Alyssa. All you have to do is tell me what you
want and I promise to respect your wishes.” He smiled. “But if
it’s left up to me, I’ll take this suit off of you and show you just
what temptation is all about.”

His sexy drawl made her insides hum and all of her secret
places pulse with a hunger stronger than any-thing she’d ever
experienced. “I want you to make me feel alive. I want you to
touch me and… ” She took a deep breath. “More.”



 
 
 

 
Seven

 
As he gazed at her, Caleb wondered if he’d lost every ounce of

sense he’d ever possessed. He had an incredibly desirable woman
sitting on his lap, telling him that she wanted him. And what he
was about to say could very well end things before they ever got
started.

But his sense of honor wouldn’t allow him to proceed without
giving her the chance to call a halt to it right here and now. He
had a feeling it was going to be one of the most meaningful nights
of his life and he didn’t want her regretting one minute of what
they would share.

“Alyssa, I’m going to tell you something and I want you to
think about it very carefully.”

She looked apprehensive. “Okay.”
He took a deep breath and went on before he had a chance to

change his mind. “If I continue, I’m not going to stop. I’m going
to take this bathing suit off and kiss every inch of your beautiful
body. I’m going to touch you in places that will make you moan
with pleasure. I’m going to do things to you that will drive you
crazy and have you calling my name when you find your release.
And then, when you think I’m finished, I’m going to start all over
again.”

To his immense relief, instead of the small spark of desire
in her luminous blue eyes dimming, it grew to a hunger that
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matched his own. But he needed to hear her say the words,
needed for her to tell him that she wanted him to make love to
her.

“Is that what you want, Alyssa?”
“Yes.” There wasn’t a moment’s hesitation in her simple

answer, nor a hint of reservations in her steady gaze.
Groaning, Caleb covered her mouth with his, then traced her

perfect lips with his tongue. If she’d told him no, he’d have had a
hell of a time finding the strength to walk away. But she hadn’t.
And just knowing she wanted him enough to let down her guard
made him hot in ways he’d never imagined.

Her contented sigh encouraged him and he took advantage
of her acceptance to slip inside and once again explore her
sweetness. As he tasted and coaxed her with strokes that
mimicked a more intimate union, he decided that kissing Alyssa
was quickly becoming as addictive to him as any drug.

The way she held on to him, the way she responded to his
kiss was all any man could dream of and proved what he’d
thought from the moment they’d met. She wasn’t the emotionless
woman she tried to lead her coworkers to believe. She was warm,
affectionate and, if her enthusiastic response to his kiss was any
indication, passionate as hell when she let herself go. He just
thanked the good Lord above that he was going to be the man
holding her when that happened.

As he worshipped her with his mouth, he moved his hands
over her shoulders and down her arms to slide the top of her



 
 
 

swimsuit out of the way. He wanted to feel her soft body melting
into the hard contours of his. But when he pulled her more fully
against him, nothing could have prepared him for the reality of
having her firm breasts pressing into his chest, their pebbled
nipples scoring his skin.

“You feel so damned good,” he rasped as he kissed his way
from her mouth to the tender skin just below her ear.

Shuddering against him, she whispered close to his ear,
“Please… don’t stop.”

Turning her to face him, he lifted her until her breasts cleared
the surface of the warm water. “Sweetheart, there’s not a chance
in hell of that happening.”

Slowly moving his lips over her creamy skin, he made his way
from her shoulder down the slope of her breast to the hardened
tip. Taking the tight bud into his mouth, Caleb sipped the water
droplets from her puckered flesh, savored the sweetness that was
uniquely Alyssa.

As he sucked and teased her nipples, a moan of pleasure
escaped her parted lips and, raising his head, he asked, “Does
that feel good?”

“Mmm.” Threading her fingers through his hair, she held him
close. “It’s wonderful.”

Suddenly needing to feel all of her against him, Caleb quickly
shoved her swimsuit down her hips and legs, then tossed the wet
black spandex over the side of the hot tub. His gym shorts quickly
followed.



 
 
 

Reaching for her, he pulled her to him and the feel of smooth
female skin against his hair-roughened flesh sent a flash fire to
every nerve in his being. He wanted to take things slowly, to do
all the things he’d promised, but his body was urging him to stake
his claim and make her his.

“Alyssa, I want you so damned bad I can taste it,” he said
through gritted teeth. “I think we’d better get out of here and—”

“Please, Caleb,” she said, wrapping her arms around his
shoulders. Her eyes were glazed with hungry need when she
added, “I need you inside. Now.”

At her throaty plea, a shaft of longing rushed through him at
the speed of light and white-hot desire enveloped him. With his
mind clouded to anything but the need to possess her, he sank to
his knees and lifted her to him.

Determined to enter her slowly, he clenched his back teeth
together so hard it would probably require surgery to separate
them. But as he guided himself to her, she proved his other theory
about her when she wrapped her long, slender legs around his
waist and her body consumed his in one smooth motion. He
definitely felt like he was in heaven.

But her quiet gasp, the tightness surrounding him, penetrated
the haze of passion. If he’d caused her any discomfort at all, he’d
never forgive himself.

“Did I hurt you? You’re really tight, sweetheart.”
“It’s been a… while.” She nibbled at his neck and damned

near caused him to have a coronary when she whispered, “You



 
 
 

feel absolutely wonderful right where you are.”
Crushing her coral lips beneath his, he kissed her until they

both gasped for breath. “I’m so hot right now… ” He closed
his eyes in an attempt to slow down. “I think I might just
spontaneously combust.”

She touched his cheek with one wet finger as she moved her
lower body. “Make love to me, Caleb.”

Her request and the motion of her body unleashed the hungry
need he’d been trying to hold in check and, groaning, he began
to thrust into her. He’d never had a woman hold his body quite so
perfectly or respond to him in ways that, until tonight, he’d only
imagined in his wildest fantasies.

But as ideal as the moment was, the warm water bub-bling
around them enhanced the spirals of fiery passion binding them
together and he could feel her body straining for the same mind-
shattering release that he’d been trying to forestall from the
moment they’d become one. All too soon her feminine inner
muscles held him captive, then quivered as he felt the tight coil
inside her let go. The sound of her whispering his name and the
amazing sensation of her pleasure triggered his own release from
the tension gripping him. Groaning, he thrust into her one final
time and held her to him as he emptied himself deep inside of
her.

With their energy completely spent, they clung together for
several long moments before reality began to clear his passion-
fogged brain. Saying a word that he usually reserved for smashed



 
 
 

thumbs and drivers who cut him off in traffic, he eased away
from her.

“What’s wrong?” she asked, clearly alarmed by his harsh
curse.

He ran an unsteady hand across the tension gathering at the
back of his neck. “Tell me you’re on the pill or patch or some
kind of birth control.”

“N-no. It hasn’t been an issue for several years.” As she stared
at him, her eyes suddenly grew wide. “We didn’t—”

He shook his head. “I’m sorry. There’s no excuse for me not
taking precautions.”

She nibbled on her lower lip for a moment. “I probably don’t
have anything to worry about.”

“We,” he said, placing his hands on her shoulders. “I want you
to know that we’re in this together, Alyssa. If you do become
pregnant, I’ll be right there with you every step of the way.”

“I’m tired,” she said suddenly. “I think I’ll take a shower and
turn in.”

Caleb didn’t try to stop her when she climbed out of the water,
wrapped herself in one of the towels and, grabbing her glasses,
hurriedly disappeared through the doors into her room. They
both needed time to come to terms with what they’d shared and
the possible consequences of his carelessness.

He couldn’t believe he’d been so thoughtless. Where the hell
had his mind been, anyway?

In the past, he’d never failed to use protection. Even before



 
 
 

knowing who his irresponsible father was, Caleb had been
determined not to be anything like the man who had impregnated
Caleb’s mother, then left her to face things on her own. He’d
always made it a point never to get so carried away that he lost
sight of what an unexpected pregnancy could mean for him or
his partner.

But he’d been so turned on, so mind-numbingly hot for Alyssa,
the thought of protection hadn’t even crossed his mind. All he’d
been able to think about was how perfectly she fit within his
arms, how soft her body was and how her sweet kisses warmed
him to the depths of his soul. His body hardened at the very
thought of how amazing their lovemaking had been and had him
wanting nothing more than to go inside and make love to her for
the rest of the night.

Cursing a blue streak, he splashed out of the hot tub and made
a beeline for the pool. When he dove into the much cooler water
and started swimming laps, his muscles protested, but he didn’t
care. He had to get himself under control.

When he reached the end of the pool on his tenth lap, he
stopped to catch his breath and, glancing toward the French
doors, shook his head. His body still throbbed with a need that
left him dizzy and he had a feeling he could swim from now until
his dying day and not even come close to easing the burning ache
to make Alyssa his once again.

Climbing out of the pool, he wrapped a towel around his waist
and, picking up his gym shorts and her swimsuit, headed for his



 
 
 

room. He had a feeling one of two things was going to happen this
weekend. Either they were going to make love again or, first thing
Monday morning, he was going to be seeking medical attention
for a perpetual erection.

Alyssa stared at the ceiling as she thought about what had
happened in the hot tub. She still couldn’t believe what had taken
place when Caleb had touched her, nor did she understand it.
It was as if she’d been taken over by a shamelessly uninhibited
wanton who not only lived for the moment, but threw caution
to the wind and didn’t even consider the possibility of the
consequences.

She’d never in all of her twenty-six years acted that way
before. Not even when she and Wesley had been seeing each
other and she’d thought she was in love had she experienced a
total loss of control. And that scared her as little else could.

But all it took was one kiss, one touch of Caleb’s hands and she
lost all sense of herself. It was as if she became part of something
larger than either of them, emotionally as well as physically. If
his reaction was any indication, he’d experienced it, too.

The best thing she could do for her own well-being and peace
of mind would be to have him take her back to Albuquerque
tonight. Then, first thing Monday morning, insist that he accept
her resignation, effective immediately.
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