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  Dedication


To all the girlies who

admired the hot handsome

coworker and never thought you 

had a chance. You did. You do. 








  
  




To the men who love women, 
and the women who let them. 








  
  Chapter One


Jace stood and paced around his small cubicle while running his hands over his face in frustration. He always got this way a few days after an assignment. Protocol was, you followed orders and his orders were two weeks at a desk… minimum. He was three days in and already felt like he was going to lose his mind. The only thing working to his advantage was the strange girl sitting two desks away from him. Jace had been with Calvano Security for the last two years. He was still a rookie considering that most of the guys he worked with had been there since the beginning. He was also younger than everyone else, and they reminded him of that constantly. 
“What’s wrong with you? Can’t you sit still for over ten minutes?” Mac asked while walking by and shaking his head.
“Mac! Hey,  come on man, don’t you have some place you could send me? Something for me to do?”
“Kid, you know better than to ask. You are a desk jockey. Two weeks, minimum.”
“Minimum? I thought Jason said I’d be good after the shrink eval?”
“Right. If you are good after the shrink eval, then we will talk.”
“Dude, you know I’m fine. This sitting around is going to make me insane. I can’t just do nothing.”
“If you were doing the paperwork that keeps piling up on your desk, then you wouldn’t be doing nothing, would you?”
“Like you should talk,” Jace looked up to see Mac’s wife heading straight for them, “You never get your damn paperwork done either.”
“Shhh… not in front of the kid,” Mac joked while grabbing a hold of Athena and pulling her to him. One thing Jace wasn’t sure he would ever get used to was the amount of PDA that went around this place. The firm went from a bunch of bad ass military officers to a bunch of bad ass military officers with spit up stains on their uniforms and wedding bands on their left hand in a very short period of time.
Calvano Security specialized in safety and security for veterans and their family members. They also handled off the book work for the government. Cases and missions they didn’t want to get their hands dirty with seemed to become more prevalent than before. Most of the guys who worked for the firm were retired military. Jace was too, but he enlisted at 18 and after two tours he was out. Which made him exactly twenty-six years old when he started working with them. After an injury put him out on leave, he got a call from one of the owners. Jason Calvano had heard about him from his commanding officer. A trained sniper that was still willing to work after getting out wasn’t common. Jace also had no idea what he was supposed to do with himself after the military. His skill set wasn’t one that was valued in normal jobs. He agreed to meet with Jason and not long after his last tour he signed a contract with a start date that was the same as his last day in the service. Downtime wasn’t his thing.
Jace looked up to Mac. When he first started, the old guy had taken him under his wing. Being a sniper, he was in high demand. There were only three of them in the large firm, so he didn’t have an assigned team. He needed to be flexible enough to move in and out of units as needed. Mac showed him how to navigate the politics of different groups within the firm. At the time, he didn’t even realize how valuable all of that would be. 
Athena took a step back from Mac. “I see your down time is going well?”
“Can’t you talk to Jason? You know I’m fine, I just need to get back on the road.”
“You know the rules, kid, besides that last mission was a doozy for everyone involved.” 
Jace stretched his neck in either direction. “I guess you’re right, but it doesn’t make sitting around here any better.”
He had suspicions there were other things in play. The firm had a series of missions that hadn’t gone according to plan. Since he was on a few of them, he had connected the dots. Two weeks of downtime was more than normal, and he wouldn’t be surprised if the firm was using the time to figure out if there was a leak. Calvano Security had a reputation for getting things done. It was rare something didn’t work out according to plan. 
“Listen, get your shit done, keep your head down and you’ll be fine.”
“What he needs is to get laid,” Mac spat out. Athena rewarded his smart mouth with an elbow to the ribs so hard that he gasped.
“Shut the hell up, or else you aren’t getting laid either.” 
She turned on her heels and headed back the way she came. “Come on, or we are going to be late.”
Mac gave Jace one last look with a mischievous smile and ran after the woman who controlled every aspect of his life. 
Jace plopped back down into his seat and stared at the pile of paperwork on his desk. He spent yesterday doing nothing but expense reports. Jace was terrible on a computer, and it took most of the morning to get the first one even finished. The only thing that kept him entertained was this quiet little brunette he had been admiring from afar. She seemed to snicker at her desk every time he cursed or threw something at his monitor. After a while he did it just to hear her laugh. It was the sweetest giggle, and if she wasn’t laughing at him she looked a bit sad. 
She had to be new, or at least new since he had some downtime. She wasn’t like most of the girls who worked here. Calvano security either had leggy blondes who were secretaries that kept up appearances for the firm, or mean ass bitches who kicked ass and took names. Jace was never drawn to either type. The leggy blondes had the job of sitting at secretary desks on each floor and pretended to be businesses they were not. The firm was housed in a high rise that was owned by Jason and his partner. Three floors of the building had fake businesses set up as fronts to hide what was really happening. The rest of the building was housing for the teams. 
Jace was a fan of the setup. He could literally roll out of bed and into the office. Well, that’s not exactly true. He had tried that once and after Cage sent him back upstairs to put on real clothes, he kicked his ass in the gym. They deducted rent from his check because he didn’t want to buy a unit and it was super convenient. He liked his job and liked everything about the building, but he also knew that many people who did what he did burned out. If that happened, then there would be no place for him there, so permanence wasn’t his thing.
“Fucking shit!” he cursed, realizing that it had been about ten minutes since he got a reaction from the little brunette. He threw a random curse out there just to see if she would look in his direction. Today she seemed a bit more subdued than yesterday, but his outburst at least made her look up, so he smiled in her direction. There was something about her that made him curious. Maybe it was time to fulfill his curiosity and get to know the little woman who was now his sole motivation for cursing like a sailor. 

      [image: ]Jace Manchester had absolutely no idea who Emma was. She had been watching him for the last couple days as he attempted to adjust to office life. It was clear he was struggling. Yesterday she couldn’t help but laugh as he cursed at expense reports and threw things at the monitor. Emma had been with Calvano Security for about eight months now. She had spoken with Jace over coms while he was out on missions, but to him, she was just a faceless voice. To her, he was a kind voice in an otherwise chaotic life. Given what he did for a living, where he typically was when they spoke, and that he was often in a terrible position, he always had a lighthearted voice. He would make small talk while they were waiting on his next move, and he always asked how she was doing. Other than Jace, she couldn’t remember another person who truly cared how to ask. 
They recruited her to the firm after she’d hacked into a large weapons systems company that did governmental work. It was pointless and done simply on a dare from a guy she knew online. Frankly, the job was ridiculously easy, so to this day she still wasn’t positive how she got caught. Emma was good at covering her tracks and it wasn’t a malicious hack, just a good time. The very next morning Jason Calvano was on her doorstep and he offered her a job. If she didn’t accept, he was going to turn her in. For the first two months she was bitter at being blackmailed into a job she knew nothing about. As time went on, she realized she could easily blend into the walls while still having some fun. 
This place was like one huge family of crazy ex-military people. She knew more about them then they would probably like, but that was just because of her curiosity and ability to hack just about anything. She learned early on to stay out of personnel files. After a little late night snooping, Jason confronted her. As a last resort, she stooped to common petty hacks. Jace had sparked her interest early on, and he ended up one of the first people she wanted to check out.
He was younger than most people here, just two years older than her, which she found out thanks to a DMV hack. He was also a bit rough around the edges. Covered in tatts down both arms and one that crept up his neck, he had a bad boy vibe that she admired. His hair was always too long and messy, and he often forgot to shave, but she adored his look. He wasn’t big and bulky like a lot of the guys here, but his body was tight and fit with muscles that you could see move under his clothes. A pretty boy through and through. Jace was everything she would have wanted in a man, if men wanted her back, that is. 
“Fucking shit!” he yelled, and this time she looked up without thinking. Today wasn’t a good day, and she had a lot of work to do in order to get people back on the road. That left little time for entertainment. However, when you work in tight quarters with a gorgeous man who had a dirty ass mouth, it was hard to ignore. This time when she looked up, he was looking straight at her. Startled by getting caught, she stared back like a deer in headlights, only to be even more surprised when he winked in her direction. Looking behind her, she didn’t see anyone. Before the panic set in, she grabbed her earphones and hid behind her monitor, trying to get back to work. 
Did he just wink at her or was she imagining things? Maybe he had something in his eye. He wouldn’t wink at her, she had to be losing her mind. But just as soon as that thought crossed her mind, she felt a tap on her shoulder. She jumped from the near heart attack, which caused her to bump her coffee, which spilled all over her black tee and jeans. Turning behind her to grab a napkin, she stopped dead in her tracks. The tap on her shoulder was him. Jace Manchester was standing in her cubicle with a look on his face that she couldn’t decipher. Was that disappointment or was he trying not to laugh at her? Either way, it was not how she imagined things.
In her dreams, Jace would knock on her apartment door one night looking for a cup of sugar and within minutes he would have her pressed up against the wall of the kitchen taking complete advantage of her. Instead, she was covered in coffee and staring at him like a deer in headlights. 
“Hey, let me help you with that,” he said as he grabbed for some tissues and started blotting at the mess on her desk. Shit, her desk! She needed to dump the paperwork and lock her computer before he saw what she was working on. Jason was going to kill her. Today really wasn’t her day.
Scrambling to hide everything away, he just gave her a strange look but kept talking. 
“I’m Jace.”
He held out his hand. 
“Uh, hi…”
“Hi, Uh. Hi… do you have another name?”
“Emma.”
“Hi Emma, I haven’t seen you here before so I thought I would come introduce myself. Did you just start?” It did not surprise her he never noticed her. As much as Emma wanted to hide away in the corner, it still hurt when people didn’t know she existed. 
“Uh… no. I have been here for about eight months now.”
“Wow, really? I know I have been in and out a lot, but I would have noticed you sitting here. Did you just move your desk or something?”
“No, this is where I have always been.”
“Huh, well, sorry about that. So, what are you working on?”
“I can’t really say.”
“Oh, okay. Well, if you need anything let me know. I’m a desk jockey for the next two weeks. Between me and you, it’s boring as hell. I mean, the last job was tough, but it’s not like it wasn’t successful.”
“I know, I was on it.”
“Wait, you were? What do you do exactly? I thought I knew everyone out with us.”
“Oh, I don’t do field work. I guess you could call me tech support?” She was never sure how much to tell people about her job there. As the only black hat for the firm, they pulled her in a lot of different directions. 
“So, what does tech support do from here during a mission?”
“You know that person you hear on comms telling you where to find your target?”
“Yeah.”
“That’s me.”






  
  Chapter Two


Now that he knew, he could hear it in her voice. Damn, she was not what he had pictured though. Honestly, he never would have guessed that was her. 
“Wow, now I really feel like an ass. I’ve had you on the line for almost all of my missions lately. I guess I just didn’t put two and two together.”
“It’s okay, I do most of my work for Jason and Mike. They pull me in when they see fit,” she said, looking down at her desk. Eye contact seemed hard for her. Almost as if him being near was making her nervous.
“Right. So, uh… did you eat lunch?”
“Yes.”
“Oh, okay. I was going to run down and grab something from the deli. Do you want anything?”
“No, thanks, I’m good.”
“Care to take a walk with me, anyway?”
“Um… no. I… sorry… I’m really busy.”
“Right, I forget I’m the only one around here trying to fill my days. I’ll catch you later.” He said as he turned and headed toward the elevator. 
Jace wasn’t even hungry, but lunch was the only excuse he could think of to get Emma to spend some time with him. She was cute, and he had grown to like the sound of her little laugh. However, today she didn’t seem to laugh. Today she seemed stressed, and a bit panicked when he introduced himself. It made sense she didn’t want to grab lunch though. What an ass he was for not even knowing who Emma was. She went by E1 on comms so he never would have known. But if he had asked around before plowing into her cubicle, he probably could have found out. 
He walked into the Italian deli that rented space from them on the first floor. The smell of garlic and olive oil brought him right back to his childhood. 
“There he is!” Mama Rosa exclaimed when he walked in. She made her way around the counter and pulled him into a big hug.
“Mama, it’s good to see you.”
“You’ve been gone for so long! Here come, sit down. I’ll make you something special.” 
“I would starve without you.”
“Oh Jace, I love the lies you tell me. I know for a fact your mother and those sisters of yours wouldn’t let you starve. Although, you should at least know how to make a decent Sunday gravy.”
“I can cook, you just do it better.”
“You know, I have a niece who is a wonderful cook.”
Jace shook his head. It never failed; at least once a week Mama Rosa or one of the other old ladies in the neighborhood would try to set him up with a family member.
“Mama, you know I’m not that kind of guy.”
“Every man is that kind of guy. You just wait, a day will come soon in which you will bow at the feet of the woman you love. Genuine love is irresistible, and it will strike you down when you least expect it.”
He thanked her for the meal and said his goodbyes. Rosa was a sweet lady, but she was nuts if she thought he was going to settle down at twenty-six years old.
When Jace made it back upstairs, he had a jump in his step and a newfound confidence. He was going to make Emma smile today, even if it killed him. Jace tapped her shoulder, and she jumped about a half a foot again. He was going to have to find a different way to get her attention. She turned with a look of panic and he simply held out the coffee he had gotten her. Emma just stared at him. Blank stare, no response, just looking at the cup in his hand like she had never seen Styrofoam before. He tapped his earphones, and it seemed to break her trance. She slipped them off and spoke. “Oh, sorry.”
“No problem, this is for you.” He stretched his arm closer, holding the coffee in front of her face.
“Uh… thanks,” she said as she grabbed it.
“Black, right? At least that’s what it looked and smelled like when the last one spilled.”
“Uh… yeah… you didn’t need to do that. I spill things all the time.”
He chuckled. “No worries, I think this one was my fault. I didn’t mean to startle you.”
“Right.” She sat there holding the coffee but still just staring at him. He ran his hand through his hair. He was due for a haircut, but did he really look that weird?
“Okay, um… I guess that’s it. Back to my fancy desk over there.” Jace pointed awkwardly in the direction he probably should have headed to in the first place. 
The rest of the afternoon was beyond boring. The only thing keeping him going was the glimpses of Emma he would steal whenever he got the chance. She was a natural beauty, her face slightly rounded with big dark brown eyes. He noticed after long she would crinkle those beautiful eyes when she was concentrating really hard. Jace had no idea what she was working on, but it kept her from noticing his stares. 
The clock finally turned to five, and although Jace wasn’t commonly one to leave early, he had absolutely nothing to do. If he packed up now, he could still make it to the gym before dinner. He smiled at a thought. Maybe she’d go eat with him. It never hurt to ask, and he had grown even more curious about her since he learned she was the kind voice that helped him keep his sanity when he wasn’t in the best mindset.
He grabbed his cell from his desk and headed in her direction. She hadn’t noticed him coming at all. Her body was curved over her laptop and her face was only inches from the screen. Her plush lips were making a perfect O and he couldn’t help but have evil thoughts about what he could but in between them.
“Hey,” he said, tapping her on the shoulder. 
“Shit!”
Jace cringed when once again she nearly jumped out of her skin. 
“Sorry, really, I don’t mean to keep scaring you like that. What are you working on anyway that has you so consumed?” he looked past her to her computer screen just in time for her to slam it shut. 
“Nothing.”
“Um… okay. I was wondering if you wanted to grab a bite to eat.”
“You want me to eat with you?”
“Yeah. You eat don’t you?” 
“I eat.”
“Then come eat with me.”
Emma’s head tilted to the side, and she rolled her chair back, putting even more space between the two of them. 
“I can’t… I still have a lot of work to do.”
“That’s okay, I’m going to head to the gym. We can meet after. Do you live in the building?”
She gave him another confused look that made him think he was missing something else when it came to her. 
“I do. But I can’t eat with you. Thanks for the invitation though.”
Jace could tell she was trying to shrug him off. His eyes drifted to the V of her t-shirt and her beautifully rounded breasts. She was going to take some work. He had a drive to get to know her, but currently he had nothing to stand on other than some late-night conversations mid-mission and his looks. Which apparently weren’t working to his advantage, as they usually did. 
“Listen, I know we didn’t get off to the best start. I mean, I practically drowned you in coffee, then I didn’t even realize who you were. I’d like to make it up to you.”
“It’s all good, Jace, really.”
“Fine, I get it. You are just too good for little old me.”
He dropped to his knees in the most dramatic manner he could think of and clasped his hands in front of his chest, pleading, “Emma… wait, what’s your middle name?”
“Jane,” she said, smirking down at him.
“Cute. Okay, let me start again,” he cleared his voice, “Emma Jane, would you pleeeeese grace me with your presence on a future date, and a future time while we eat a meal of your choice?” He layered in the puppy dog eyes that always got his sisters to do what he wanted as a kid.

      [image: ]Emma couldn’t help herself but laugh. Jace was making a complete fool out of himself simply for her benefit. She could feel her cheeks heating up and was certain she must have turned a perfect shade of red. Her body tingled all over as she took in a deep breath, and it wasn’t from excitement of him being near. Once her laughter subsided, she realized he was mere inches away from her and she was panicking. Close proximity was definitely not her thing, neither was the attention from the people sitting around them. She broke eye contact looking down at her lap and took in two deep breaths, trying to calm herself before he realized what was happening. 
When she looked back up into his dark brown eyes, she could see concern and hopefulness both fighting through. “Jace, I… I just can’t. Thank you, really, but there is no need to feel you have to spend time with me. We are all good, no hard feelings.” Then she turned from where he was still kneeling, slipped her headphones back over her ears and went back to her closed laptop. She wasn’t lying, she had a lot of work to do. Trying not to be rude, she turned and gave him a small smile. 
“Alright, Emma Jane, you just wait. I’ll win you over somehow.” 
She watched as Jace stood and winked in her direction before heading out of her cubicle and down the hallway to leave for the day. Damn, that man can fill out a pair of jeans nicely. Once he rounded the corner, she finally felt the weight of her anxiety lift off her chest. Having the man she secretly crushed on but knew she could never have that physically close to her was unnerving. Emma was never one to enjoy being around people. She liked blending
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