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      Shayla

      It’s been months since she broke up with abusive ex-boyfriend, Hawke.

      The man won’t leave her alone. He texts, calls, and now he’s stalking her.

      She’s exhausted but too embarrassed to share her problem with anyone.

      When Jake catches wind Shayla is in trouble, he moves her into his home.

      She’s had her eye on him for over a year, but it’s hard to let down her guard.

      So she agrees to a bet that keeps Jake at arm’s length.

      But Hawke’s getting dangerous and she needs Jake’s help.

      

      Jake

      He should have asked Shayla out months ago, but she was always taken.

      Now it makes his skin crawl that a pilot is stalking her.

      The threatening messages Hawke sends her are very troubling.

      Jake will do whatever it takes to stop the madness.

      The game they play with each other means he can’t touch her.

      But it’s hard to keep his hands to himself. He’s got to convince her she’s his.

      And that hurdle could be harder than saving her life.
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      “Is something going on with Shayla?”

      Hatch looked up from his computer as Jake wandered into his office and took a seat. “You noticed it too?”

      “Who could miss it? I mean, we were at Kraft and Christa’s house for an engagement party. You can’t get more exciting than that. And yet Shayla looked anything but happy. Granted, I don’t know her as well as most of the rest of you do, but every time I’ve seen her, she’s been laughing and flirty and fun. At the party, she was withdrawn and quiet. Not her usual self.”

      “Believe me, the women are all aware. Bex has been talking to Christa and Raeann about her. They’re planning to confront her and see if they can figure out what’s up.”

      Jake frowned. There was no denying he was sticking his nose into someone else’s business. Nor was it any secret that he had the hots for Shayla. He had for a long time. Everyone knew it. Including Shayla. “Is she still dating that pilot?” He cringed just asking the question.

      Six months ago, he’d had her phone number in his hand, ready to ask her out, when he found out she’d started dating a damn pilot. He’d missed his chance and he’d been biding his time ever since.

      Hatch smirked. “I don’t think so. I’m pretty sure they broke up a while back.”

      If Jake had known that, he would have swooped in and picked up the pieces the moment she was available. The woman was sexy as all get-out. Elegant and mysterious. Her gorgeous looks were a gift from her Thai mother. Long straight dark hair, dark eyes, olive skin. She got her height from her Caucasian father. The combination was fucking perfect. She could have been a model if she’d had the interest with her lithe body. Granted, she was only about five-eight but she was by far the tallest of all the women in her posse.

      Hatch chuckled. “Sorry. If I’d realized you were that interested, I would have given you a heads up the moment she broke up with the pilot. I’m pretty sure she’s single now though. I’d give you her number, but I’m betting you have it memorized already,” he joked.

      Jake shot him a glare and rolled his eyes. “I have her number.”

      “What’s going on?” Kraft asked as he rounded the corner and entered the office. Deacon was right behind them. Great. Now everyone in the office would know Jake was asking about Shayla. Not that it mattered. They didn’t have secrets. Besides, if he called her, everyone in their entire circle would know all about it before he even finished asking her out.

      Hatch waved them in. “Important meeting. Tank here is gearing up to make his move on Shayla finally.”

      Jake rolled his eyes. Good grief.

      Kraft slapped him on the back. “About time.”

      Jake groaned. “Let’s not get carried away. I was simply asking if anyone noticed she seemed out-of-sorts the other night. Quiet. Reserved. Not herself.”

      Kraft’s brows drew together. “Yes. Everyone noticed. Christa, Libby, Bex, and Raeann are going to confront her.”

      Hatch nodded. “That’s what I basically told him. If she won’t talk to her friends, what else can anyone do?”

      Jake grumbled as he rose from his seat. If Shayla didn’t spill the beans to her girlfriends, she was going to find him standing on her doorstep dragging information out of her by the end of the week. That’s what someone could do.

      He wouldn’t ordinarily get up in a woman’s business, but he didn’t like the vibe he got from her. Maybe it was because he’d always paid closer attention to her than anyone else in the room. After all, he’d been eyeing her since he met her at Trent and Destiny’s wedding.

      Jake left his three coworkers in Hatch’s office and made his way back to his own. He was kicking himself for not taking note of the fact that Shayla had possibly been available for quite a while now. Business had been picking up. He’d hired Deacon Matthews when Sweets quit to run his new bakery and prepare for the upcoming birth of his baby. They added another new employee recently too. Neil Conlon. Both men were former Army, their names passed on to Jake’s company, Westside Programmers, through their many connections to Fort Hood.

      Jake opened his phone and scrolled through his contacts to verify that he indeed had Shayla’s number. He wouldn’t call her right now, especially if she was about to get bombarded by her friends. He’d wait and see what they found out. But after that, he was going to swoop in and lay claim to the woman. He’d waited long enough. It was time.
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      “Why do I get the feeling I’ve walked into an intervention?” Shayla asked as she stepped into her condo after working. She’d had a relatively short day with a quick flight out and back.

      The living room of her condo was filled with all her friends, which was a feat in and of itself considering how often they were all off work at the same time. She was half-kidding when she pointed out they looked like they’d staged an intervention, but considering the lack of response and the looks on their faces, she decided perhaps she’d been right.

      Raeann, her roommate who’d moved in when Bex moved out to live with Bracken, spoke first. “We’re worried about you.”

      Shayla frowned at all of them as she headed for the kitchen and grabbed a wine glass. There was an open bottle of white wine on the coffee table, and she picked it up and filled her glass before dropping onto the sofa between Christa and a very pregnant Bex.

      She should have seen this coming. She’d been out-of-sorts for a while. All of her girlfriends would notice. She just hadn’t felt like sharing. But it was time.

      Christa cleared her throat. “I hate to tell you this, but nasty rumors are spreading about you at work.”

      Shayla cringed and then drained the rest of her wine in one gulp. “Great. Wonderful.” She stared at her empty glass. “Do I want to know what they’re saying?”

      “No.” This response came from at least three of them at once.

      “What happened with Hawke? You said you two broke up a while back, but you never talked about it,” Bex asked.

      Shayla sighed and leaned her head back against the couch. “Turned out he was a dick and I broke up with him, but he apparently doesn’t like to be dumped, so he’s still texting me and calling all the time.”

      “Shit, Shay. That’s awful,” Libby said.

      Shayla nodded. “It is. I guess he’s decided to spread rumors about me now. How childish.”

      “For what it’s worth,” Christa said, “the rumors aren’t believable to anyone who’s ever met you.”

      Shayla took a deep breath, glanced at the bottle of wine, and then decided against getting drunk and set her glass down on the coffee table.

      “Maybe you need to report him,” Libby pointed out.

      Shayla shook her head. “I’d rather wait him out. He’ll get bored eventually and find someone else to harass. I won’t let him get to me. Who would believe me anyway? He’s a senior captain who’s been with the airline for twenty-five years. I’m just some dumb flight attendant who was stupid enough to fall for his charm and sleep with him.”

      “You’re not dumb.” Bex grabbed her hand. “He shouldn’t get away with this.”

      Shayla turned to her. “What do you think would happen if I went to HR? Especially if he’s already spreading rumors about me. I’d be the one to lose my job. Not him. I like my job. I’d much rather ride the wave and ignore the gossip.”

      “I get it.” Raeann nodded as she tucked her black hair behind her ear. The stylish white streak she kept in the front got almost buried when she tucked it back. “I’d probably do the same thing. Unfortunately, we don’t live in a world where people often believe the woman.”

      “I agree,” Christa responded. “It sucks, but you’re probably right. HR would waggle a finger at you and tell you it was bad judgment to have dated him in the first place.”

      “And clearly it was,” Shayla added.

      “You couldn’t have known he would turn out to be a dick,” Bex said as she squeezed Shayla’s hand.

      Libby clapped her hands on her knees. “So, what can we do to help? You’re in a funk lately. Your usually bubbly self is nowhere to be found.”

      “You need a distraction. A new man,” Raeann suggested.

      Shayla groaned. “The last thing I need is another man. I’d rather wallow in my self-pity for a while and ride this out.”

      “I hate that plan,” Christa said. “Let’s at least go out this weekend. Dancing. Drinking. You’ll feel much better if you get out of the condo for a while.”

      “Thanks, but I think I’ll pass for now. I’m not feeling it.” Shayla didn’t even want to guess what rumors were being spread about her, but if her friends could see the texts or listen to the messages, they would be appalled.

      “Okay, but if you change your mind, you know we’d all be here for you in a heartbeat. And you have to know we’re doing all we can to squelch the rumors when we hear them.”

      Shayla smiled at Christa and nodded. “Thank you. You’re the best friends a gal could have.”
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      Jake had no idea if his decision to show up unannounced at Shayla’s condo was a good one or not, but here he was anyway. When all the women got home last night and shared what little they knew with their men, Jake’s phone had started ringing. The men were rightfully concerned, and so was Jake.

      Granted, he didn’t know Shayla very well, and it was definitely not his place to interfere, and there was a good chance this would backfire on him, but he couldn’t sit back and let Shayla deal with some asshole harassing her.

      It wasn’t simply because Jake had been eyeing Shayla for a long time. It was partly because he wouldn’t sit back and let any woman suffer abuse of any kind. His hackles were up. His alpha male was front and center. He hoped he wouldn’t start growling at her the moment she opened the door. That wouldn’t help matters.

      It was ten o’clock, an hour he deemed socially acceptable to show up at someone’s home. He knew from the grapevine that Shayla was off today and Raeann was not.

      He gave the door a firm knock and stepped back, waiting, hands on his hips, legs planted, brow furrowed, though he was trying hard to smooth out his forehead.

      It didn’t take long for the door to open. In fact, it was far too quick.

      Shayla stood before him, eyes wide, clearly not yet dressed for the day. Her hair was in a messy bun, her T-shirt was white and hid nothing, her shorts were loose and meant for sleeping. “Jake. What are you doing here?”

      He narrowed his gaze without thinking. “Did you even look through the peephole before you opened the door?”

      Shayla’s eyes widened again. She glanced at the door and back at him. “Well, no.”

      “That’s so unsafe. What if I were a madman?”

      She cocked out a hip and narrowed her gaze right back at him. “I’m starting to think you are. I assume my friends told their men about my stupid problems and you were elected to come save the day.”

      Jake sucked in a breath. He hadn’t expected her to be so blunt. “No one elected me. They don’t even know I’m here.”

      She tipped her head to one side. “But I’m not wrong? You think you can fix things, don’t you?” She stepped closer. “Look, you’re a big guy. Huge I’d say. I’m sure that’s how you ended up with the nickname Tank. Your arms are bigger around than my waist. I’m betting every inch of you is rock solid. It’s almost comical that you work with computers all day instead of as someone’s personal bodyguard. The problem is that muscle isn’t going to get me out of this problem. Only time will work.”

      He liked that she was standing tall, trying to look tough. She was barely over a hundred pounds though and lacked four inches on him, especially in her bare feet. Still, she had his card, and he’d played it poorly.

      He forced himself to relax his stance. “Can I come in?”

      She sighed and considered his question for a moment before stepping back and letting him enter.

      Progress.

      He was torn. On the one hand, he wanted to demand that she tell him every detail of what the hell was happening with the fucking pilot she’d been dating. On the other hand, he wanted to pull her into his arms and feel her lithe body against his. That was unreasonable of course.

      On top of that, it was incredibly distracting seeing her in so few clothes. Did she not realize he could see the outline of her breasts and the points of her nipples? Jesus. His dick was hard.

      “You want coffee?” she asked over her shoulder as she headed across the living room toward the attached kitchen.

      “No. I’m good.” He watched her fantastic ass as she walked away. The shorts were loose but still showed off her body. Not much was left to the imagination. He followed her like a magnet into the kitchen and leaned a hip against the counter as she fiddled with the Keurig.

      “You’ve probably been up for hours, run ten miles, eaten some sort of green smoothie, and solved the world’s computer problems,” she joked. “But some of us are just now coming up for air.”

      He chuckled. This was more like the Shayla he knew. Witty. “I only ran six miles this morning, and the computer problem I solved was my own, but the rest is pretty accurate.”

      She rolled her eyes as she grabbed some kind of flavored creamer from the fridge and added it to her coffee. Salted caramel, he noted. After taking a long sip, she sighed. “I’ll be more human in about ten minutes, but…” She shot him a glare. “If you’ve come here to lecture me, I’m not interested.”

      Jake drew in a breath and followed her as she wandered back to the living room. When she plopped down into an armchair, tucking her feet up under her, he lowered himself onto the sofa. “I’m worried about you,” he began.

      “Don’t be. It will all blow over eventually. I’m tough. I’ll live.”

      Would she though? He wasn’t sure how bad the situation was, but he didn’t like a single word he’d heard from her friends about the fucking rumors being spread about her. Shit ranged from her being verbally abusive to a cock tease. He wasn’t buying either, and neither were her friends.

      “Tell me what happened, Shayla.” He tried to keep his voice soft and calm instead of accusatory.

      She took another sip of coffee. “I don’t really want to talk about it, Jake. I went out with a man I should have steered clear of, learned a lesson, and broke up with him. That’s all that matters. It’s over. If he wants to be a baby about it, let him. I’m strong. I’ll ignore the gossip.”

      Jake leaned back and crossed one leg over the other. He watched her closely as she fiddled with her mug and kept her gaze lowered. Anywhere but on him. She wasn’t being fully honest. “You want to try that again, sweetheart?”

      She flinched and glanced at him.

      He decided to be blunt. “Look, I don’t know you as well as everyone else in our friend circle, but I’m sure you’re aware I’ve paid attention to you. If you hadn’t been dating someone else, I would have asked you out a long time ago. However, even though we’ve had only limited interaction, I noticed you aren’t yourself. The bubbly woman I’ve met several times was not at Kraft and Christa’s party the other night. You’re more reserved. You looked nervous and sad and pissed.”

      She swallowed and looked away. He was hitting close to home.

      “Maybe your posse bought your story last night, but I still don’t like it, and I suspect you weren’t completely forthcoming with them either.”

      “It’s amazing how much you already know about what happened here last night.” She sighed.

      “Don’t be mad at your friends. They’re just worried about you. Everyone is. Now talk to me.”

      She tipped her head to the side. “Why on earth would I share incredibly personal information with a man I’ve been drooling over for more than a year? If I wasn’t interested in sharing with my closest friends, why would I talk to you?”

      He couldn’t keep from smiling. “You’ve been drooling over me?”

      She groaned.

      He cleared his throat, forcing himself to stick to the issue at hand here, her safety. Maybe he was exaggerating the extent of her problem, but he didn’t like the vibe he got at all, and years in the Army had taught him to trust his gut. “Sometimes it’s harder to talk to the people we’re closest to. You don’t know me as well. Might be easier to dump on me. Plus, I’m sure you don’t want to worry your girlfriends.”

      Shayla said nothing as she finished her coffee. She kept the mug in her hands, idly playing with the rim. Her gaze was locked on the mug, but he doubted she was seeing it. “Why are you being so pushy?” she finally asked. “Why on earth do you care? It’s not like there’s anything you or anyone else can do about it.”

      He leaned forward, dropping his foot to the floor and setting his elbows on his knees. “I care because it’s in my nature. I care because I don’t like to see any woman being pushed around. I would care even if I didn’t know you. Also, I’ve drooled over you a bit too.”

      She gave him a wan smile at that last part.

      “You’re sexy and mysterious and fun and if I hadn’t been so busy with work for the last few months and had paid attention to the fact that you were no longer dating the pilot, I would have swooped in and asked you out. I’m sorry I haven’t done so yet. I’m here now.”

      “As much as I’d love to go out with you, now’s not a great time. My energy is zapped from dealing with Hawke. I can’t possibly enter into a new relationship right now.”

      “How long ago did you break up with him?”

      “Three months ago.”

      Jake cringed. “And he’s still bothering you?”

      “Yep.”

      “Does he call? Text? Email?”

      “All of the above.”

      “How often?”

      She drew in a breath and looked at him, seeming to try and decide how much she really wanted to share. “Every day, Jake.”

      He nodded, forcing himself to remain calm so she would keep talking. “Why did you break up?”

      “He was an asshole.”

      “How? What kinds of things did he do?”

      She sighed. “Look, I know you’re just trying to help, but I don’t want any help. I want to handle this my own way. It’s embarrassing and I’m not going to like the advice anyone has to give me.”

      “Why? What’s wrong with advice?”

      “Hawke Richman is a senior captain for Open Skies. He’s been with the airline twenty-five years. He’s a beloved employee who can do no wrong. There isn’t a single person within the company who would take my word over his. You’re a smart guy. You’ve seen how things are going in this country lately. When women speak up, they lose. They lose everything sometimes. They lose their jobs and often their self-esteem. They get chastised and treated like shit. I won’t let that happen to me. I love my job, and I don’t want to lose it over this. I’m going to wait him out. Eventually, he’ll give up and move on.”

      Jake listened to every word carefully, knowing it was huge that she was revealing as much as she just did. He could read between the lines. Hawke Richman was a piece of shit. No doubt about it. Jake knew the stakes though. He’d seen it firsthand, unfortunately.

      Yes. Jake understood exactly what Shayla was saying, and now wasn’t the time to point out to her that if she did nothing, Hawke would just do this again to some other woman. Shayla wasn’t in the mindset to absorb that or care. Not yet.

      Jake made the split-second decision to share a personal story in hopes it would deepen Shayla’s trust in him. “Did you know I have a sister?”

      Shayla shook her head, frowning.

      “Shelly. She lives in Florida where my parents live. She was in an abusive relationship that lasted several years. It was incredibly hard for her to get out. Her ex gaslighted her every damn day. She couldn’t do anything right and he convinced her it was always her fault.

      “If she’d started cooking earlier, his dinner would have been ready on time. If she hadn’t worn such a short skirt, other men wouldn’t have looked at her. If she’d done the laundry yesterday, his favorite shirt would be clean. On and on. Eventually, he beat her almost to death. The police called my parents from the hospital. Finally, she left him, but it took a lot of therapy for her to see the light.”

      Shayla wiped a tear from her eye. “I’m so sorry, Jake.”

      He held her gaze, his chest tightening. “I’m trying to point out that I understand abuse and gaslighting. It’s horrible. I suspect that’s what you’re going through and you’re too embarrassed to talk about it.”

      Another tear fell and she looked away. He was hitting close to home, which had been his intention, but it also infuriated him to know some asshole was harassing Shayla.

      “Did he hit you?” Jake forced himself to ask. He sat stiffly, torn between the desire to punch something or pull her into his arms. He would do neither.

      Shayla swiped at tears from both eyes now. “Only once, and please, for the love of God, keep this between us. I don’t want my friends to know.”

      “Okay. I promise. I won’t say a word. But let me help. Please.” Her situation was serious. No way would he accept no for an answer. A lump formed in his throat at the thought of what she’d been going through alone.
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      Shayla was shaking. She hated that she was revealing so much to Jake. She had no idea if she could really trust him, but the man had a way of dragging information out of her that she was unable to resist.

      She was exhausted from carrying the burden on her own, and now that she knew Hawke was spreading lies about her, the stakes were getting higher. She was no longer sure he would let her go at all. He might badger her until he destroyed her. She was losing her grip.

      “I never should have fallen for his stupid charm and gone out with him in the first place. Dating people you work with is a horrible idea. I’m paying the price for my bad decisions.”

      “Shayla… Sweetheart, you can’t take responsibility for the fact that this guy is a fucking asshole. You’re being gaslighted. You’re not even with him anymore and you’ve convinced yourself his bad behavior is your fault.”

      She sighed. He was right. Intellectually she knew it, but it was still hard to remind herself. All she could do right now was beat herself up for ever going out with the asshole in the first place. She should have said no. He’d asked her half a dozen times before she fell for his charm.

      Until recently she’d frequently been on one of Hawke’s flights, and she suspected he’d had a hand in that. He’d often flirted with her. Eventually, when they’d been in the same hotel on an overnight, she’d fallen for his charm. Dinner with the crew had led to drinks alone in the bar. Drinks had led to flirting. Flirting had led to his hotel room where she’d let him fuck her.

      Maybe the first night had been okay, but after that, it had gone downhill. Hawke was a selfish lover. He liked to take without giving. He was often pushy about it too. He fancied himself some kind of Dom, but he had no concept of the term. He was just a bossy dick who thought women should worship the ground he walked on because he was some bigwig pilot. As if he were a god. He most certainly was not.

      Shayla wasn’t too pleased with herself after the first night they’d slept together, but he hadn’t shown his true colors yet, so she’d done it again. And again. By the fourth time, she’d felt used. And then he’d started getting mean.

      “Hey…” Jake’s soft voice wafted across the room, yanking her out of her musing.

      She realized she was silently crying.

      “Come here, sweetheart.”

      She shook her head and took a deep breath. If she let him touch her, she would really end up crying. The last thing she wanted was his pity.

      “Shayla, come here.” His voice was still soft, but firmer.

      She had no idea why but she untangled her legs, set her mug on the coffee table, and went to him. She dropped onto the sofa next to him and leaned her head against his shoulder.

      Jake wrapped his arms around her and pulled her close. “Shh,” he soothed. “It’s okay. I’ve got you.”

      More tears fell. She couldn’t stop them. It felt good to have told someone at least part of what she was going through. She’d spent months keeping it to herself, not wanting anyone to know what a fool she was.

      She felt stupid. There was no other way to put it.

      “It’s not your fault, Shayla.”

      She slouched. “Of course it is. I never should have gone out with him. It was unprofessional. I’m paying the price for my bad judgment.”

      He lifted her chin and met her gaze. “That’s bullshit. You’re not responsible for anything that asshole did or said or continues to do or say. He’s a pencil dick.”

      She giggled, wiping the tears away. “You’re not wrong.” The man was pretty reasonably sized on the outside, but he hadn’t had the biggest cock she’d ever seen. Not that it mattered. Normally she wouldn’t care or point such a thing out. But since he was a fucking asshole…

      “Okay, now, how about if you go take a shower and get dressed, and then I’ll take you out to lunch.”

      She smiled at him. “Do I smell?” she teased, shaking off the sadness.

      He laughed. “Not at all. But if you don’t get out of here and put on real clothes with a bra, I’m going to end up flattening you against the couch with my hands all over your body, and I bet that’s not how you prefer our first date to go down.” He glanced down at her thin T-shirt and raised his brows to prove his point.

      Her nipples stiffened. Half of her suddenly wished he would make good on his threat instead of her dashing upstairs. At least he might erase some of the crappy memories with his amazing body and a cock that was surely bigger than Hawke’s. She might not be in any state of mind to date, but a booty call with Jake would do wonders for her self-esteem.

      “Shayla,” he warned. He pointed at the stairs.

      She scrambled out of his embrace and took the stairs two at a time.

      What the hell was she doing? She turned on the shower and stripped out of her clothes while it heated. Jake Robinson was downstairs. In her condo. Finally.

      She hadn’t known he was coming, so she’d spent the last hour with him looking far less than her best. Messy bun. Not enough clothes. Crying. Spilling her sob story.

      She groaned as she stepped under the spray of water and reached for the soap. Her entire body had reacted to Jake’s touch. The feel of his hands on her after more than a year of wondering was beyond amazing.

      He was confident and very alpha. Perhaps that should unnerve her after what happened with Hawke, but it didn’t. The two had nothing in common. Less than nothing.

      She didn’t doubt Jake was dominant, but not in a bad way. He was caring and concerned about her. He never once mentioned what he wanted. He’d only asked her about her issues and how he could solve them. He couldn’t, but the fact that someone cared to try meant the world.

      After a quick shower, Shayla exited the shower and stood naked in her bathroom while she blow-dried her hair and put on minimal makeup. She didn’t need much. She had nice skin and dark lashes. Mascara was usually overkill. Blush was not necessary. Lip gloss was about all she really needed, especially for a daytime date.

      Was this a date?

      She padded across her room and opened her closet, pondering what she should wear. Jake was wearing jeans and a casual black button-down shirt. She chose to take a similar approach. Jeans. Short-sleeved, soft, pink sweater. Flats. She grabbed a pink lacey bra and panty set and dressed quickly.

      When she descended the steps, she found Jake standing next to the bookshelves holding a picture of her with her friends from Destiny’s wedding. He lifted it. “This is the Shayla I remember. Let’s see if we can get her back.”

      Shayla flushed as she approached him, and he drew in a slow breath as he watched her grow closer.

      “You clean up nicely,” he teased.

      She swatted playfully at his arm, and he pretended to cringe out of the way, but a moment later, he had her in his arms, his hands on her back.

      She stopped breathing as she looked up at him.

      He stared into her eyes for several seconds and then asked, “May I kiss you?”

      She smiled. “Yes.”

      When he lowered his lips to hers, she melted into him. Literally leaned toward him, her hands flattening on his chest as she tipped her head to one side and let him slide his tongue into her mouth.

      Nothing like Hawke. Not even close. In one kiss, Jake reminded her how a real man kissed.

      She was moaning as she drew back. Her face felt hot. Her nipples were hard points against her bra. He could probably see them through the thin lace and the tight sweater. Who cared? He’d seen them earlier too.

      Jake lifted a hand up to stroke her cheek. “This is officially a date.”

      She smiled. “Okay.” She didn’t know how he’d done it, but he’d chased the stupid pilot out the door to make room for something much better. She wasn’t stupid enough to think her problems would disappear. They wouldn’t. But at least she could forget for a while.

      “Is there anything you don’t like?” Jake asked.

      I don’t like being smacked around or screamed at. She cleared her throat, knowing he was talking about lunch. “Nope.”

      “Okay then. Leave it up to me.” He released her and nodded toward the door.

      Shayla grabbed her purse and followed him, feeling lighter than she had in months.
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      Jake was both elated and concerned. He would stop giving Shayla the third degree for the afternoon because she needed to have some fun. She needed to smile and laugh and relax. He suspected she hadn’t done that at all lately. So, if he could chase her problems away even for a few hours, she would feel better. And so would he.

      Damn, she was sexy. When she returned from upstairs wearing tight jeans and a fitted sweater, he nearly swallowed his tongue. He covered up his reaction by making a silly comment about wanting her to be happy like she was in that picture at Destiny and Trent’s wedding.

      He couldn’t stop himself from kissing her, even though it had probably been too soon and inappropriate. But she hadn’t balked, so he refused to regret his move.

      He took her to a quaint Mexican place he knew nearby. Privately owned. Authentic. Quiet. Small. A perfect date venue even for lunch. The owner recognized him and seated them in a back corner.

      “You’ve been here before,” Shayla commented.

      “Yes. They have excellent fajitas, and their homemade salsa is the best in the area.”

      She smiled and ignored her menu. “I’ll let you order then.”

      When the waiter returned, he ordered two glasses of water and fajitas for two. After that, he returned his attention to Shayla. “Tell me about yourself.” He had a pretty good idea from his friends, but he’d rather have her tell him.

      “Well, my mom is from Thailand and my dad is from San Diego. He met my mom when he was there on business. They fell in love, married, and she moved here with him and got her green card. She owns a small Thai restaurant in San Diego. My dad is retired, so he helps her run the restaurant now. No brothers or sisters. I think my birth freaked my dad out because my mom is so small, so he wasn’t willing to watch her go through that again.”

      Jake loved listening to Shayla talk. Her voice was lyrical. He wondered if she ever sang.

      “What about you?” she asked.

      “My parents live in Miami. My dad retired from the Army. My mom is a retired school teacher. My sister is still pulling her life back together. She lives nearby.”

      “Why did you leave the Army?” Shayla asked.

      Jake shrugged. “I spent too many years doing very intense undercover work in the Middle East. When it came time to re-up this last time, I bailed. I was tired. I wanted to get a real job and settle down, not having to keep one eye open every night for fear I might be killed.”

      She cringed.

      He winced. “Sorry. TMI.”

      “No. That’s okay. It’s who you are. Makes sense.”

      He drew in a breath. “I opened my own computer programming business, Westside Programmers, and proceeded to hire other Army buddies as they got out. The business has been growing, and since Sweets quit, I’ve hired two new people full time, Deacon and Neil.”

      “That’s great.” She leaned forward, setting her chin on her palm. Her smile melted him every time he saw it. Now was no exception.

      Their food arrived, and they savored the meal slowly, chatting about her job and his until they were stuffed.

      On the drive back to her condo, he was trying to come up with a good reason to stay because he didn’t want their time together to end, when her phone pinged in her purse.

      She stiffened.

      He glanced at her. “You gonna check it?”

      She shook her head and looked out the window.

      He didn’t say anything else until they reached her place. He followed her inside without a word and closed the door. He hauled her into his arms and looked down at her. “May I please see your phone, sweetheart?”

      She winced. “Not a good idea.”

      He disagreed. “I want to understand what you’re up against. Humor me. Instead of trying to explain it, let me read his texts myself.”

      She sighed and pulled her phone out, dropping it onto Jake’s open palm before heading to the couch. At least she didn’t choose to sit alone in the armchair. He wanted to be able to touch her.

      After settling next to her, he opened her phone and held it up to her face so that it would recognize her and let him in.

      He didn’t ask her to help him. He simply tapped the screen, easily finding a thread from Hawke Richman because his message was the last one to come in.

      Jake had to fight his initial reaction and hold his tongue while he read. It wouldn’t help Shayla if he freaked out. But holy fucking mother of God.

      Jake scrolled back a few pages and read the last dozen texts leading up to today. The man was fucking out of his mind. He was hot and cold. Abusive and then loving, if one could call it that. The last several texts were a jumble of fucked-up rambling.

      
        
        Shay…baby…please call me. I miss you. We belong together. You know it. Let’s work this out.

      

      

      
        
        Where are you, bitch? Stop ignoring my texts.

      

      

      
        
        Hey, Shay. It’s midnight. I’m stuck in a hotel in Vegas all alone. Wish you were here with me. Warming my bed.

      

      

      
        
        You know how to stop the rumors, Shay. Agree to go back out with me. You know you’re mine.

      

      

      
        
        Call me when you get this. I’m going to come over when I get into town. You can’t keep ignoring me. Eventually, you’re going to have to face what we both know is true.

      

      

      
        
        Stop ignoring me. Don’t be such a cunt. I’m starting to think the rumors about you are true. You’re making them true. You are a cock tease.

      

      

      
        
        Are you fucking some other man? Is that what you’re doing? If I find out you’ve spread those legs for someone else, I’ll make the guy’s life fucking miserable. You understand?

      

      

      
        
        I saw you across the airport today. You look like shit, Shay. You know you miss me. Stop playing hard to get and admit you’re mine.

      

      

      
        
        I’ll be in Dallas for the entire weekend. I’ll pick you up Saturday for dinner. Be ready.

      

      

      
        
        Hey. I’m alone in my hotel room again. Wish you were here. Sorry about the last time we fucked. You shouldn’t have antagonized me like that. You know I get jealous when other men look at you. I can’t help it. It enrages me. I shouldn’t have been so hard on you. Please give me another chance.

      

      

      
        
        Hey, Shay. I know you’re not working today. I’m picking you up at seven. See you then. Wear that little black dress you have. It’s so sexy and I like having easy access to your cunt.

      

      

      Jake’s blood pressure was through the roof by the time he got to that last text. It had come in less than an hour ago. This fucking asshole intended to show up here in a few hours.

      Shayla was chewing on a nail, her legs pulled up against her chest when Jake faced her. He was angrier than he’d ever been in his life, but the last thing he wanted to do was scare her. “Go pack a bag. You’re staying at my place.”

      She shook her head. “No way. I’m not running from my home. If I do that, he wins.”

      “If you stay here, he might kill you, Shayla.” He didn’t think he’d ever call her Shay after realizing that’s what Hawke called her. He could almost hear that asshole’s voice. It was making his skin crawl.

      Shayla sighed. “Did he say he was coming over? He does that. He never shows up.”

      “How often does he threaten to come over?” Jake’s voice rose. Calm, Jake. Don’t make this worse. Don’t be like this asshole. Besides, judging from the few texts he’d read, the answer was pretty often.

      She shrugged. “It’s happened several times. Sometimes, I sit outside in my car and watch for him, not going back inside until a few hours after he said he’d be here. I figure if he does show, at least I can drive away.”

      Jake spun toward her. “Shayla, this is serious. He’s threatening you.”

      “I wish. If he actually ever threatened me, I’d take it to the police. He knows that. He’s sly. That’s why he keeps it clean.”

      “Clean? Sweetheart, he calls you the C-word. That ain’t cool.” Jake glanced at the time. It was four. They still had a while, but he didn’t intend to leave Shayla here in this condo. Especially not alone. Not tonight. Probably not any night in the near future.

      He needed to tread carefully. If he ordered her around, in her mind, he would be no better than the pilot. “Shayla…” He took a breath. “I think you need to take this more seriously. I don’t like it.”

      She met his gaze. “Jake, this is my life. Every day. I’m getting used to it.”

      He reached for a lock of her soft hair and let it slide through his fingers. “You shouldn’t have to get used to it. It’s not right.”

      She shrugged. “There’s nothing I can do that won’t ruin me, Jake. That’s life. He’ll find someone else to harass soon and then he’ll forget about me.”

      Jake sighed. “Okay, but in the meantime, please come stay at my place. I can’t leave you here. I’ll worry the entire night. I’ll worry every damn day.”

      She hesitated. “I’m a bit gun-shy right now, Jake. I know it’s been a few months since I left him, but I’m still recovering. I’m not good company, and I don’t want to jump into another relationship.”

      He nodded. “I get that, and of course you’re recovering. It doesn’t matter how long ago you broke up with him, he’s still bugging you every day. I get it. I’m not asking you to sleep with me. Just come stay with me. I have a guest room. It’s yours for however long you need it.”

      She groaned. “My friends will ask questions.”

      He frowned. “About why you’re staying with me or about how good I am in bed?” he teased, trying to get her to smile.

      She finally did offer him a small smile. “Both probably. I know they hear the rumors, but I don’t want them to worry about me all the time. I don’t want them to know how bad it is.”

      “Okay, then I’ll take the blame. We’ll say I’m irrationally overprotective and I insisted you sleep in my guest room because I don’t trust that asshole. None of that is a lie. It’s all true.”

      She licked her lips. He knew he was wearing her down. She was running out of excuses. He wished he felt bad about talking her into this, but he couldn’t muster up the ability to feel guilt. He was scared out of his mind for this woman. At the same time, he was incredibly attracted to her. He would sleep much better if she were at least under his roof.

      “Okay,” she murmured.

      He blew out a sigh of relief. “Great. Go pack as if you’re not coming back for a while.”

      She hesitated and then nodded. “All right.”

      He watched as she climbed the stairs as if she’d just lost a huge battle. He hated that for her. The last thing he wanted was for her to feel like he’d steamrolled her, especially since this Hawke guy was totally steamrolling her.

      The only way Jake could make this all okay was if he kept his damn pants on. If he lured her into his bed, he would be an asshole. He needed her to trust him and let him help her out. Fucking her on the side wasn’t an option.

      It didn’t take her very long to return dragging a suitcase and a carry-on.

      Jake jumped up to help her, taking the luggage from her hands. “Don’t look so forlorn. It’s just a precaution. I’ll sleep better knowing you’re safe. You’ll sleep better without that asshole knowing where you are.”

      She gasped. “Shit. What if he finds out I’m at your place? He could be following me everywhere for all I know. If he comes to your house, you could end up getting involved or worse.” She was shaking.

      Jake snorted. “Shayla, don’t insult me. I have years of special forces training in my arsenal. Some pansy-ass pilot with a limp dick isn’t going to get close to me, sweetheart.”

      She chuckled. “Ego much?”

      “Yes. I earned it.” He leaned in, kissed her forehead, and then headed for the door. “Lock up. When does Raeann return? We should warn her, too.”

      “Not until tomorrow. I’ll text her and let her know I’m staying at your place. She’ll probably call when she lands with two-hundred-thousand questions,” she added on a murmur.

      “We’ll come up with good answers before she calls.”

      When they stepped outside, Jake took in every inch of his surroundings. He hadn’t been this vigilant since he left the Army and never on US soil. No way was he taking any chances though. When he decided no one was watching her condo, he faced her. “Follow me in your car.”

      “Okay.” She was shaking as she headed for her silver Accord.

      Jake tossed her things in the back of his SUV and then climbed into the driver’s seat. He watched in his rearview mirror to make sure she pulled out behind him.

      He didn’t live far, and he was relieved when they arrived at his house. He pulled into the garage and then jumped out and motioned for her to take the other spot next to him. He wanted to be able to shut her car off from view. Maybe he was overreacting, but he wasn’t about to take any chances.

      He would do this same thing for any woman. Shayla wasn’t special in that regard. If any friend of his had received the texts Shayla had, he would insist they let him help out.

      The only difference was there was no denying Jake was into Shayla. Totally wrapped around her finger after only one date. He loved that she’d relaxed and let her problems disappear for several hours at lunch. He’d gotten to see the side of her he’d remembered meeting. Not the withdrawn, quiet, scared version she’d become recently.

      After closing the garage door, he led her into the kitchen and set her carry-on on the island. “Welcome. Let me show you around.”

      She followed him, her fingers tucked in the front pockets of her jeans as he gave her a small tour.

      “Kitchen of course.” He passed through his modern, gray-themed, stainless steel kitchen to the attached great room that was arranged in such a way that he could see his flat-screen TV from almost everywhere in the kitchen. That was his favorite feature.

      The entire house, except for the tiled kitchen and bathrooms, had hardwood throughout. His living room featured an enormous black leather sectional angled in front of a fireplace and entertainment center. His giant flat-screen was mounted over the fireplace.

      On the far side of the living room, he headed down the hallway, pointing right and left. “Guest room. Guest bath. My home office. Master bedroom. Junk room.”

      She seemed nervous, and he hated that. He wanted her to feel at home here. It might be a little weird starting a new relationship with a woman who was staying with him, but hell, Kraft had done it, and it worked out for him and Christa. Granted, her situation was a little different. Her apartment had fallen through and she’d needed a place to stay.

      He returned to the kitchen and grabbed her stuff, rolling her suitcase to the guest room and setting her carry-on on the bed. “I’ve never slept in here, but my sister has visited. She said the mattress was fine. If you get too cold, there are more blankets in the closet. If you need more pillows or different ones, just let me know.” He pointed across the hallway. “There are towels and stuff in the linen closet in the bathroom. Let me know if you’re missing something.”

      She smiled and grabbed his biceps. “It’s all good. Don’t worry. I’m not shy. I’ll tell you if I need something. And Jake…”

      He licked his lips.

      “Thanks. You didn’t have to do this. I appreciate it a lot.”

      “Any time. Like I said, I wouldn’t feel right leaving you at your condo.”

      “Still, it’s kind of you.”

      It was getting late. He needed to feed her again. “How about we order takeout and chill in front of a movie or something?”

      “I like that plan.”
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      Shayla found herself incredibly comfortable with Jake when he wasn’t grilling her about Hawke. That entire situation was depressing and did nothing but make her want to kick herself. So, taking an evening to pretend her life wasn’t a hot mess was relaxing.

      They ordered Chinese and shared everything. She quickly found out they agreed on what the best Chinese dishes were, so they ended up with all their favorites.

      They watched a cheesy rom-com they’d both seen, laughing at the same lines. By the time the credits rolled, she realized she’d been smiling or laughing for several hours.

      When she turned her gaze toward Jake, he was also grinning and watching her. “I like seeing you smile,” he said.

      She shrugged. “You made it easy. Thanks…for everything. Really. I can’t tell you how badly I needed an evening like this. I almost forgot my stupid problems for a while.”

      “Good.” He was sitting on the opposite end of the sectional, and the distance felt strange after the fact that he’d kissed her until her toes curled earlier in the day. She’d dropped into one corner of the sectional first, and then, after grabbing the remote, he’d chosen the other end. It had probably been for the best. Things would get complicated if she slept with him, and she wasn’t interested in more than sex right now.

      Silence stretched between them while they stared at each other. Finally, he lifted a hand toward her. “Come here.”

      She rose from her end and closed the distance until she was next to him.

      He grabbed her fingers and tugged her down beside him. Still holding her hand, he looked down at their connection, rubbed her knuckles with his thumb, and spoke. “It took a lot of strength to stay this far away from you during that movie.”

      She sucked in a breath. Thank God she wasn’t the only one. “Why did you?”

      He lifted his gaze. “I really like you. I mean, I already knew that before I showed up this morning. I think I put off asking you out for all this time because I knew I needed to wait until the timing was right for both of us.”

      She frowned, not quite understanding.

      He drew in a breath. “What I’m trying to say is that once I took you out, I didn’t figure I’d be able to let you go. So, I didn’t pursue you. At first, after Trent and Destiny’s wedding, I wasn’t in the right state of mind to commit to someone, so I ignored the attraction and shoved it to the back of my mind. Then you were dating that asshole, so I stayed clear of you. I didn’t even ask anyone if you were still dating him. Probably for the best. I wouldn’t have wanted to be a rebound guy. Plus, work has been so busy lately that I was afraid I couldn’t devote the time you deserve to any sort of relationship between us.”

      She stared at him, a little stunned and nervous by his confession. “And now?” she whispered.

      He sighed. “Now I realize I should have asked you out a long time ago and saved you the aggravation of ever having spoken to that asshole. But I didn’t. I’m worried about your headspace too. You’ve been through a lot and it’s not over. I don’t want to move in too fast and make things worse. The last thing you need is another guy pressuring you.”

      “I don’t feel pressured by you, Jake.”

      He gave her hand a tug, causing her to fall into him.

      She set her palm on his chest as he wrapped an arm around her and held her close. “You would if I followed my carnal instinct and kissed you senseless until you wouldn’t want to say no to me.”

      Her heart rate picked up, and she was breathing heavily. “And this would be a bad thing?” Every inch of her body came alive in his arms and she tried to tell herself it was just physical. She didn’t know him well enough to be emotionally invested. But damn, it would be nice to roll around between the sheets with someone like him.

      It made her nervous that he seemed to be interested in her for more than sex though. How could he be into her like that this fast? Sure, they’d known each other peripherally for over a year, but not well enough to say they had any kind of relationship.

      She shook that concern from her head. It wasn’t reasonable. They were attracted to each other. Nothing else.

      He groaned and tipped his head back for a moment. “Yes. Dragging you into my bed would be a bad thing. This is important. You’re not a booty call. My head tells me to keep my pants on and help you get through this shitty situation you’re in without adding to your stress.”

      She licked her lips, trying to decide what to say without sounding as forward as she felt. What she wanted to say was fuck it. Who cares about tomorrow? Show me your bedroom. And what kind of guy turned down a sure thing? She was pretty outgoing, but asking him to have sex with her was even more forward than she was capable of. Plus, he was kind of right. She wasn’t her normal self. Her brain was filled with too much shit right now. She leaned her head against his chest and sighed. “Well, shit.”

      He chuckled, his chest shaking under her cheek. “I’m just trying to be a gentleman. I don’t want to fuck up a good thing by rushing it. We have time. We’re in no hurry.”

      She groaned. He felt so good against her. Warm and chiseled and comfortable. It would be so easy to slide her hand down and palm his dick, making him change his mind. Part of her would love nothing more than to forget every damn thing by filling the next hour with amazing sex.

      He gave her a squeeze and then reached for her chin and tipped her head back. “I’m going to kiss you until you know how much I want you and then you won’t forget anytime soon.”

      Before she could respond, his lips descended and he scrambled her brain with a mind-altering kiss she felt all the way to her toes. He kept one hand on her back and the other on her chin. Her body melted through and through. She willed him to let his hands roam her body, but since he didn’t, she kept her palm on his chest.

      When he finally broke the kiss, she was dizzy from the contact. He hadn’t been kidding. She wasn’t going to forget that kiss ever, and the low groan coming from his chest solidified how badly he wanted her.

      How chivalrous.

      She wasn’t sure this chivalry was necessary, but she had to agree that there was a connection between them. A comfort level. Like coming home. She didn’t want to fuck that up any more than he did. So, if waiting a while before they took things further helped ensure they didn’t ruin a good thing, she reluctantly had to agree.

      He held her for a while and then eased her back and stood, tugging her to her feet. “I’m going to walk away now before I change my mind.”

      She couldn’t help but smirk. “That tempting?”

      He gripped her chin and kissed her quickly. “Tease.”

      She shrugged, uncertain why she felt so mischievous, but she couldn’t help it. “I get what you’re saying, and it even kind of makes sense, but if you don’t mind, I don’t think I’m going to go to any great effort to make it easy for you.” Oh, yeah. She was going full-out here with the flirting.

      He groaned again and took a step back, holding her at arm’s length. “I’m no saint, sweetheart. I’ll give in if you tempt me. Make me a deal.”

      She cocked her head to one side and scrunched up her brows. “What’s this deal?”

      “Give me one week. One week to help you figure out how to get out from under the threats from Hawke Richman. One week to show you I’m a good guy who cares about you. One week to wine and dine you.”

      She scrunched her brow farther and gave him a half-smile. “Are you pulling this one-week business arbitrarily out of your ass?”

      “Yep. I want you to stay here in my house. Eat with me. Talk to me. Watch crappy movies with me. Essentially get to know each other before we tear
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