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      Love always aims for the heart…

      Former Navy SEAL Clint Backwater just wants to keep his head down and mind his business. So when a beautiful, young mother arrives at his gun range desperate to buy a weapon, he knows he has a problem. No way he can sell a gun to someone as frantic as Leila Ortiz. But he feels driven to protect the terrified woman and her child, at all costs.

      With her abusive ex-husband released from prison, Leila will do whatever it takes to keep her baby safe. She wants a gun, not a protector.  But what Leila wants and what she needs are two different things. And it isn’t long before she finds herself falling for the honorable former SEAL… And falling hard.

      Clint hardened his heart long ago. But he finds himself drawn to Leila, a woman who touches him as no other. Until Leila’s past threatens their new love, and Clint is forced to wonder… Can they really trust each other?

      And can their hearts take it if things go wrong?
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      A quiet day on the gun range was a good day on the gun range.

      At least that was usually Clint Backwater’s philosophy. Today, though, as he wandered around the small showroom of his business, Ask Questions Later Firearms and Training, he couldn’t seem to shake the restlessness inside him.

      If he was truthful with himself, he’d have to admit that his skittishness had nothing to do with the slow day at the range and everything to do with the approach of the one-year anniversary of his retirement from the military. Since joining the Navy right out of high school and undergoing training to become a SEAL, he’d always been a busy guy. Busy, but solitary. Relationships weren’t really his thing, platonic or otherwise. Loved ones, in Clint’s experience, had a tendency to disappear. When he’d been in the military, surrounded by his team and other colleagues every day with privacy at a minimum, he’d thought he’d appreciate the quiet peace of being alone.

      Now, though, he was lucky if he talked to six people a day, and sometimes things were a bit too… silent. Not that he was a recluse or anything. It was just living by himself out in the Nevada desert, albeit only a few miles outside Las Vegas, meant his penchant for self-sufficiency came in handy, even if it was lonely at times.

      Today, his buddy, Devin, was there to talk to as he checked the inventory of ammunition and firearms and accessories for the umpteenth time. Ask Questions Later provided him with a livable income between the sales of stock and the fees he charged locals for using the gun range and for shooting lessons, but he wouldn’t be making the Forbes 500 list any time soon. Clint was fine with making enough to get by. He didn’t need to be rich. He didn’t need much of anything—and he liked it that way.

      Clint moved from display case to display case, noting the stock in each, while doing his best to ignore Devin chatting loudly on his cell phone. To call the other man a “buddy” would be too generous. Devin was more like a guy who Clint talked to when he came in to shoot. They sometimes shared a meal at Ritzi’s Diner in town. That was about it. Still, it was more interaction than Clint had with most folks these days.

      He finished marking down the sixteen boxes of .45 caliber bullets in front of him, then moved to the next glass-topped case, giving Devin some serious side-eye as he did so.

      “What do you mean she won’t go out with me?” Devin whined into his phone. The guy was pretty typical of the sort who came into the gun range. A wannabe cowboy with a Stetson on his head and a holster strapped around his waist. Nevada tended to be a haven for Mavericks and outlaws, due to the wide-open spaces and the mind-your-own-business attitude of the local law enforcement and residents. It was what led to things like Las Vegas and the Mustang Ranch and dudes like Devin who fancied themselves Billy the Kid reborn. “I’m everything she said she wanted in her online dating profile.”

      Clint gave a snort and shook his head. Devin was harmless enough. Clint had run into lots of guys like him in the military. Gung-ho to preserve life, liberty, and the American way—as long as it didn’t push them too far out of their comfort zone. But everyone had their own comfort zone, Clint supposed. As a SEAL, he’d been accustomed to facing danger the likes of which most people couldn’t imagine. But internet dating, like Devin? Not a chance. That was a risk he wasn’t willing to take.

      He shuddered at the thought of connecting with a total stranger and trying to make small talk over dinner and drinks. He’d decided long ago that he was better on his own.

      The sound of a car door slamming echoed in the store’s quiet interior. Clint peered past where the sunlight streamed through the glass front door. Outside, a dust-covered black SUV had pulled up. Or backed up, would be more accurate. Through the hazy glass he saw a “Baby on Board” sticker in the rear window.

      Not that unusual. Probably another local dad wanting some away time from his wife and kids.

      Clint turned to head back behind the counter. He’d just about made it there when he heard Devin behind him saying, “Uh, I think my dream girl just pulled into my life.”

      Cringing, Clint gave his buddy a disgusted look over the corny line and was just about to rib him about it when the bells above the door jingled and in walked said dream girl.

      Or woman, to be more accurate. A woman with a baby.

      Huh. Okay. That wasn’t typical. Clint narrowed his gaze a bit, focusing on her as she stepped closer and moved out of the stream of light that silhouetted her from behind. Mid-twenties, he’d guess, making her about ten years younger than he was. Wavy dark hair, golden bronzed skin. Clint didn’t have a dream girl image in mind, never had. If he did, though, she’d be well on her way to matching that. Except she was scared. Her large dark eyes scanned the shop nervously.

      Yeah, definitely scared.

      Clint couldn’t shake that thought. He’d never seen her before in his life, but he’d bet his business and everything he owned that he was right about her. His instincts had been honed on the battlefield, and the past year of retirement hadn’t dulled them. After all, you couldn’t afford to get careless when you owned a gun shop.

      His conclusions were only confirmed as she moved closer to the front counter and met his gaze. There were shadows in those pretty brown eyes of hers, deep and dark and dangerous. Then there was the fact that her nails looked chewed to the quick and her hands shook slightly as she held a cute kid in one arm. A boy dressed in blue jeans and a baseball hat. Maybe a year, year-and-a-half old, Clint guessed.

      “Welcome to Ask Questions Later Firearms and Training,” he said, his words emerging a bit rougher than usual because of the odd constriction in this throat. Not nervousness. Not adrenaline. Attraction. Clint swallowed hard and crossed his arms. “How can I help you today?”

      He could guess her answer before she responded. Everything about her spoke of fear—from the way she clutched her son to how her eyes darted around the room. An instinct deep inside him rose to the surface. He had to help her. It was almost a compulsion that he already knew he wasn’t going to be able to tamp down or deny.

      The woman took a deep breath and checked behind her once more before saying quietly, “I need to buy a gun.”

      Sure, that might be what she’d convinced herself of. But he knew one thing—guns and fear didn’t mix.
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      Oh God.

      The last place Leila Ortiz ever thought she’d find herself was in a gun store. She wasn’t an aggressive or confrontational person by nature. Just the opposite, in fact. But circumstances—and the fact that the Federal Bureau of Prisons had screwed up her contact information—meant that she and her son needed protection in a major way, and they needed it ASAP.

      She eyed the man behind the counter and did her best to look as confident as possible, mimicking that blank, closed-off stare he was giving her. “I’ve heard that Glocks are good for women to use. I’d like to see one of those, please.”

      “A Glock, huh?” The guy narrowed his gaze on her then moved forward. Leila stepped back automatically before she stopped herself. Years of abuse had taught her it was easier to retreat than to stand her ground, but that had all changed the day Thomas had been born. Now she had more than herself to think about. Now she had her son to protect. The man looked her up and down. Not in a sexual way, more in a what-the-heck-are-you-doing-in-here way. She checked him out too, again out of habit born from experience—negative experience.

      If attacked, it was best to have a good description for the cops. They didn’t take you seriously without it. She noted his short, light brown hair with the military cut. Blue eyes. Maybe five-ten, five-eleven max, but with a muscular build. Good looking—seriously good looking. A hint of a tattoo on his left bicep peeked out from beneath the sleeve of his dark blue T-shirt—a snake perhaps, wrapped around a knife? Weird but an identifier, if she needed it.

      You won’t need it, she assured herself. The gun shop and range had been recommended to her by a friend of a friend. She’d be fine here. She’d get what she’d come for, and then she’d leave.

      Frankly, she didn’t care if this dude had Daffy Duck and Wily Coyote inked all over himself. She needed a gun and fast. Her ex was being released from prison and coming back to town. She had no delusions about him. He’d come for her, and it wouldn’t be pretty. No way would she allow Mike anywhere near her or their son. He’d lost his parental privileges the day he’d beat her up so badly she’d ended up in the ER with two broken ribs and a bruised collarbone. That had been the same night she’d discovered she was pregnant with Thomas. Talk about the good with the bad.

      “That’s right.” She tried to project more confidence than she felt as she stepped up to the counter once more and set Thomas atop the glass display case. Her son was eighteen-months old and weighed nearly twenty-five pounds. Good for Thomas, not so good for her when she had to hold him for extended lengths of time. Leila was strong, but her usual workouts had not prepared her for holding a squirming kid in her arms for hours at a time.

      “Unless you think there’s another firearm that might work better for me,” she continued, doing her best to focus on the important conversation at hand and not the fact that her baby was currently grinning at the man behind the counter. “I don’t really care as long as it works.”

      “Hi!” Thomas said, his attention focused on the gun store owner.

      “Hey, kid. What’s your name?” the guy asked with a genuine smile for the boy.

      “T…ta.” Her son turned to her in confusion since he’d been struggling with the “th” sound.

      “Thomas,” she said quickly. “This is Thomas.”

      “Nice to meet you, Thomas. Give me five?” The man held out his hand, palm up, and Thomas smacked it with his own. “Nice job, little guy. Now, let’s see what we can do for your mama.”

      His gaze came back to her as he placed the heels of his hands against the glass topped case and rested his weight on them. His movement caused his muscles to ripple beneath his T-shirt. Not that she was noticing. Nope. After a lifetime of bad experiences with men, Leila was done with them. This guy had been nice to her son, which was a point in his favor, but there weren’t enough points in the world to make her trust a man with her safety or her son’s again.

      She and Thomas would be just fine on their own—and she’d raise him to be the kind of man a woman truly could trust. She’d make sure he’d respect women and not yell at them or hit them. She’d had enough of that from her father growing up and later from her ex. All her regrets and mistakes came back to her. Those mistakes were what led her to this gun shop.

      If only she’d known Mike was involved with a gang—running drugs and worse—she’d never have married him. But she’d been young and stupid, and she’d given him her heart and her virginity at twenty-two thinking he’d take her away to a better life. He’d taken her away all right. Straight to hell. Now, three years later, she was alone and raising her son as best she could.

      No way would Mike ever get near them again. No. Way.

      “You ever used a gun before?” the guy asked, his tone wary.

      “No.” Leila raised her chin. “But it can’t be that hard, right? Point and shoot.”

      “Not exactly.” The guy glanced over her shoulder and the hair on the back of her neck prickled. Shit. Someone else was in the store. She’d vaguely registered another person when she’d entered but had been so focused on getting a weapon she hadn’t paid much attention. Stupid, Leila. So stupid. The first thing the instructors taught her in those self-defense classes she’d taken last year had been to be aware of her surroundings at all times.

      She turned fast, one hand on Thomas on the counter, the other clutching her keys between her fingers, ready to lash out at anyone who tried to hurt her.

      “Whoa there, little lady,” a skinny guy in a cowboy hat said, holding up his hands in surrender. “Didn’t mean to startle you. I was just going to ask you if you wanted to get a cup of coffee.”

      “She doesn’t want coffee, Dev,” the guy behind the counter answered for her.

      “How do you know what I want?” Leila frowned at him and squinted at the name embroidered on the man’s T-shirt. “Clint.”

      “Do you want coffee?” He raised a brow at her.

      No, she didn’t. But it was none of his business, and she didn’t need him talking over her and answering questions addressed at her. “What I want is a gun. You going to sell me one or not?”

      “After a background check and proof you’ve had the proper training—yeah, I’ll sell you a weapon.”

      Damn. It wasn’t that she couldn’t pass the check, but she had no training. Leila grimaced. She hadn’t really thought things through before racing down here. She’d always been a bit impulsive that way, as her mother would attest. It was what had gotten her in trouble with her father growing up, always acting without considering the consequences. It was how she’d ended up married to an abusive asshole like her ex. It was the main thing that kept her up at night wondering how in the world she’d ever be a fit mother for poor Thomas. If she couldn’t make good choices for herself, how would she ever be able to do that for her child?

      “Dev, go away,” Clint said from behind the counter, his voice authoritative. “Go find yourself another online girlfriend and leave this lady alone.” Surprisingly, the other man did as he was told, the bells over the door jangling merrily at his departure. That left her alone with Mr. Intense, Hot, and Brooding. He focused those bright blue eyes of his on her again and squinted. “Perhaps if you tell me what you need the gun for, I can figure out what would work best for you. Then we can talk about what kind of training you need.”

      “Oh.” She tucked her hair behind her ear and pulled a leather key chain from a nearby display away from Thomas. He was at the age where he was grabbing at everything. “Just the usual.” She tried to sound casual. “Can’t be too careful these days.”

      “Uh-huh. Here you go, buddy.” He handed Thomas a bright orange koozie with the store’s logo on it to play with. “Look, lady, I can tell you’re nervous about something. I don’t mean to pry, but if you’re in trouble in some way, maybe I can help. I used to be in the military and⁠—”

      The tension inside Leila exploded into full-blown panic. No, no, no. She didn’t need that kind of help. The fewer people who knew about her past and her ex, the better. She’d come in here expecting quick service and no questions. Wasn’t that what the business’s name seemed to promise? This cross examination wasn’t what she wanted. It was bad enough she was even in here, trying to buy a gun. Blood pounding in her head and pulse racing, Leila picked up Thomas and stepped back. “I need to go. Sorry.”

      “Wait,” Clint said. “I’ll help you, but there are more steps to this than you might realize. You have to shoot a gun before buying it, and little ones don’t usually like the noise.” He gestured to Thomas.

      “Right. I’ll come back another time.” She turned and hurried to the door with one nervous glance over her shoulder. Her hopes for a quick transaction had faded, and she didn’t want to stick around and deal with more questions, more probing. She sure as hell wasn’t going to confide in him just because he was nice to Thomas and wasn’t a dick to her in the five minutes since she’d walked in the door. She needed to retreat and re-think this.

      She hustled outside, strapped Thomas into his car seat quickly, and slid behind the wheel to drive away. As she put her SUV in drive, she glanced in the rearview mirror. Clint was standing in the door to his shop, leaning one muscular arm against the frame. He hadn’t chased after her. Instead, it felt like he was watching over her.

      She didn’t trust men, and she had good reason for that. But there was something about this one that made her pause. He might be okay. But she wasn’t sticking around to find out.
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      The next day Clint worked in the shop, unpacking a new shipment of Sig Sauers and thinking about that woman from yesterday again. To be honest, he’d been thinking about her since she’d walked out of his store the previous afternoon.

      It wasn’t just because she was attractive, though she was. No. It was that haunted, hunted look she’d had that bothered him most. He’d seen that look before on men in combat. Specifically, men who’d been held prisoner by the enemy. But why in the world would such a young woman look so scared? The most likely answer made his gut churn. He’d seen some shit in his days both in the SEALs and before that growing up in the foster system. As a result, he’d learned to take care of himself. He’d also developed a strong protective instinct for those weaker than himself. It was part of what had made him such a great SEAL, that need to keep his men and any noncombatants under his care safe. But it wasn’t always such an asset in civilian life. For all that Clint tried to keep to himself, he had a tendency to stick his nose in where it didn’t belong.

      He sighed and closed the display case he’d been arranging, trying to push the woman out of his thoughts. Hell, chances were he’d never see her and her kid again anyway, not with the way she’d torn out of here like her butt was on fire the day before.

      Stupid, Clint. So stupid.

      He’d just had to go and ask about her situation. It was none of his business. Legally, anyone could own a firearm, as long as they met the necessary requirements. Still, she’d seemed so nervous, he’d felt compelled to ask if she was in trouble. So he had—and he’d frightened her off in the process. Putting a gun in her hands that she didn’t know how to use would have only made her situation more dangerous, but he still didn’t like the idea of her out there with no protection at all.

      With a shake of his head, he went in his office to put the box holding the additional inventory in the gun safe. When the bells over the front entrance rang, he called out, “Welcome to Ask Questions Later Firearms and Training. How may I help you today?”

      “It’s me, again. If I get the training, from you, will you sell me a gun?” a now-familiar female voice said.

      Clint’s heart stumbled like a drunken sailor as he returned to the shop floor and faced the woman from the day before. She was back, that cute kid of hers once again in her arms. Today, the boy was decked out in a pair of denim shorts and a T-shirt bearing the logo of the Las Vegas Raiders. Good taste in sports. The kid stretched out a hand toward Clint and grinned. At first, Clint panicked, thinking maybe the little guy mistook him for his father, but then he realized the boy was staring past him at the colorful poster of the Nevada desert behind him on the wall.

      Clint couldn’t help grinning back at the little boy. He really was adorable, all big dark eyes and curly dark hair, just like his momma. Before he could stop himself, Clint leaned forward on his elbows on the counter and started talking to the kid. “You like that picture, huh? Lots of pretty colors, right? I like them too. Reminds me of the deserts back in Kandahar.”

      The woman cleared her throat and gave him a pointed stare. “Will you train me or not?”

      He straightened and blinked at her a second. Her cheeks were slightly flushed, and she kept tapping one foot on the carpeted floor as if she were in a hurry. Given her nervousness the day before and the way she continued to periodically check over her shoulder, he knew something wasn’t right. Normally, the gun range was open to everyone during normal business hours, no appointment necessary. First come, first served. But she didn’t know that, and Clint wasn’t inclined to tell her either. Not yet, anyway. Not until he found out exactly what she was so scared of.

      He gestured for her to follow him into his office. It was a particularly slow day, and he could monitor the front door through the camera feeds on the computer in his office. If anyone came in, he’d help them.

      Once inside the small room, he closed the door behind them and took a seat behind his desk while she sat in one of the chairs in front of it. He’d not really changed anything in here since taking over from the previous owner. The walls were still the same plain beige and the carpet the same basic brown as in the store. The one addition he’d made was a large picture of his team, taken on the last day of their final mission together in Qatar. They were on a white sandy beach near Doha, all smiles after completing another successful assignment. He missed them all every day, but having their picture in his office helped a bit.

      The kid seemed enraptured by the photo. Clint pointed to himself in the image.

      “That’s me, and those are my buddies,” he explained for Thomas’s benefit.

      “Jeep!” the kid yelled and clapped his hands.

      “Yeah, that’s a Jeep,” Clint said. The boy seemed as bright and cheerful as his mother was nervous. Clint looked at her. She was watching him with an odd expression—a mix of shock, suspicion, and softness. It was the softness that did him in. A strange tug pulled at his heart. Clint coughed to clear the weird constriction from his throat before seating himself behind his desk and pulling out a blank registration form. “Okay. Let’s get started then, shall we? Have a seat.” He gestured to the chair across from him. “This form is required by the state of Nevada prior to the sale of a firearm.” She sat with Thomas on her lap. “Since your hands are full, I’ll ask you the questions and write down your answers.”

      “Thanks,” she said. “That would be easier.”

      “First and last name?” he asked.

      “Leila Ortiz.”

      Clint jotted it down. “Age?”

      “Twenty-five.” She adjusted the kid on her lap. He was squirming to get down. “Will I be able to take the gun home today?”

      “You have to pass the background check and complete the requisite ten hours of training on the gun range first. As soon as you do that, the weapon’s yours.” He exhaled slow and narrowed his gaze on her. “Reason for purchase of firearm?”

      She hesitated, so slightly that he would’ve missed it if he hadn’t been watching her so closely. “Safety.”

      “Right.” Clint nodded and frowned down at the form. It was none of his business, but he was going to say it anyway. “Look, there are lots of ways to secure your home without bullets.”

      “It’s not my home I’m worried about,” she said, under her breath. She gave up struggling to keep her son on her lap and put him on his feet in front of her. “Why do you care?”

      “No reason,” he said, shrugging while he looked up again, making eye contact. “Just curious.”

      Her chin jutted out. She looked about as tough as a woman could who had a toddler dancing around in front of her. “I can take care of myself.”

      “I believe you.” Clint felt a smile forming on his lips but suppressed it. He did admire a strong woman, though he didn’t think she’d appreciate him voicing that opinion at the moment. “I’m not trying to be nosy. It’s just that my knowing what your goals are for owning a firearm will help me ensure that you receive the proper training to use it. Someone who wants to shoot recreationally has different needs than someone who’s, say, trying to fend off a stalker.” He took a stab at a likely scenario. “In the case of the second, you’d probably want to also get a permit to carry concealed.”

      It was a shot in the dark, but one he hoped might get her to open up a bit more.

      “No stalker. Just safety,” she said before looking down at her son with a sigh. Clint let a moment of silence fall, waiting. With another sigh, she added, “the permit might not be a bad idea, though. Are there any more questions on that form I need to answer, or can we get to the next step?”

      They went through her social security number, address, and phone number, then Clint faxed the form off for her background check while they filled out her concealed-carry permit information then went back out into the showroom to pick out a firearm.

      “You never did answer me yesterday,” she said, perusing the selections in one of the cases while holding onto Thomas’s hand. “Which one is best for someone my size? My hands are smaller, so I’d need to take that into consideration, right?”

      “Sure.” He moved around her in the small shop, careful not to brush against her, though he did catch her scent—fresh and floral with a hint of soap. Awareness prickled his skin before he shoved it aside and pulled out a gun from the display. “You mentioned Glocks, which are good, but honestly, for you I’d recommend the Luger LC9. It’s 9mm, has a seven-round, single stack magazine, and is well-suited for smaller framed shooters and those wishing to carry their weapon concealed.” He placed it atop the glass display case along with a fresh magazine of bullets. “Should we go try it out on the range?” He checked his watch. “Probably another half hour or so before the background check’s complete.”

      She stared down at the firearm like it might explode in her face and then looked at her son. She swallowed as though gathering her courage. “I want to try shooting it, but I’m not sure what to do with him.”

      Clint had suggested yesterday that she come without her son, but maybe that wasn’t an option for her. She didn’t wear a wedding ring, so she might be a single mom. His need to help her just kept growing.

      “Hmm. Hang on a minute.” Clint walked to the front door and looked over at the small souvenir shop down the way. The Native American woman who owned it had been in the area for longer than the gun range had been in business. Suzie was in her sixties and a grandmother. Her place looked as empty as the gun range right now. Maybe she would watch the kid for a bit. One short phone call and a few minutes later, an older woman with glasses and a long black ponytail walked in. “Hey, Suzie.” Clint waved her toward the back of the store where he and Leila were waiting. “Let me introduce you to my customer, Leila Ortiz. And this is Thomas.”

      “Are you sure you don’t mind watching him?” Leila asked. She’d been reluctant to accept the help when he’d called Suzie, but seeing the other woman seemed to have put her at ease.

      “Not at all,” Suzie said, grinning and presenting Thomas with a handmade buffalo toy from her shop. “I’ve got two granddaughters about his age who I don’t see nearly enough. I’m happy to do it. Is he two?”

      “Eighteen months,” Leila said, passing the little boy off to her. He snatched the buffalo and squealed in delight, giggling as he made the toy dance.

      “Well, that’s just fine.” Suzie laughed. “We’ll hang out in here while you two go and take care of business. Don’t worry about a thing. He’s safe with me.”

      Leila still seemed to waver a bit, but Clint did his best to reassure her. “She’s trustworthy, I promise. And we won’t be gone long. Just need to show you how to load the gun and fire it and make sure it’s comfortable for you to use. C’mon.”

      Reluctantly, Leila handed over a bag with snacks and toys, then followed Clint into the soundproofed gun range. Their footsteps echoed off the long concrete room and the lingering scent of gunpowder hung in the air. Clint talked her through the mechanics of the gun and explained how to chamber a round and change the magazine. Then he showed her the safety and how to turn it on and off. Then he unloaded the gun and had her go through all the steps herself. He had her repeat it all back to him. Finally, they were ready to shoot.

      “Okay. Rules to remember. One, always treat every firearm as if it’s loaded at all times. Two, always keep the firearm pointed in a safe direction, a direction where an accidental discharge would cause minimal property damage and zero physical injury. Three, always keep your finger off the trigger and outside the trigger guard until you’ve made the conscious decision to shoot. And four, always be sure of your target, backstop and beyond. That means you should always know what’s in your line of fire, even beyond the thing you’re aiming at. Understand?”

      Leila nodded, seeming to take it all in.

      “Good.” Clint moved in beside her, his own Sig Sauer in his hand to demonstrate. “You want to hold the gun high on the back of the grip with your dominant hand. This will give you more leverage against the weapon and help you control the recoil when you fire.” She tried to do as he asked, and he moved in closer to shift her hand position. “Great. Okay. Next, place your support hand—the non-dominant one—firmly around the exposed part of the grip. All four fingers of your support hand should be below the trigger guard with your index finger pressed hard underneath it.” He adjusted her hand accordingly, doing his best to concentrate on the task at hand and not the warm curves pressed against him. Now wasn’t the time, or the place, or the person. He couldn’t deny the pull he felt toward her, but it would be totally inappropriate to hit on a customer. “Like with your gun hand,” he lectured, struggling to stay professional, “you want your support hand as high up as possible with the thumb pointing forward, roughly where the slide meets the frame. Your two hands should fit together, like a puzzle.”

      “Wow. This is a lot more complicated than I expected,” Leila said, giving a low chuckle that Clint felt clear to his toes. “Way more than point and shoot.”

      “Told you.” He grinned over at her, his heart squeezing with warmth at her return smile. It was the first time he’d seen her look happy, and it was like the sun coming out on a cloudy day. He inhaled sharply and forced his mind back to business. “Right. Okay. We’re ready to assume the extended shooting position. You want to stand with your feet and hips shoulder-width apart. This will allow you to fire the weapon with stability and mobility. Then raise your weapon toward your target.”

      He pointed toward the paper target at the end of her lane, and she did as Clint had asked.

      “You really know a lot about this stuff,” Leila said as he moved behind her to adjust her stance. “Is that from being in the military?”

      “Yep. Navy SEAL for around fifteen years.”

      “Oh. Impressive.”

      “I hear that a lot,” he joked, leaning in to make another small adjustment to her arm position. His front pressed to her back, and she turned slightly, putting their mouths mere inches apart. His gaze dropped to her soft pink lips and time seemed to slow.

      If they’d met under different circumstances, he’d let the attraction he was feeling gain momentum. If they knew each other better, he might even have kissed her.

      As it was, he stepped back and exhaled slowly, gathering his scattered thoughts together. “All right. Back to business.” He didn’t miss the pink tinge to her cheeks. Seemed he wasn’t the only one feeling this unusual connection between them. “Aiming your gun.” He talked her through the steps, waiting for her nod of understanding each time.

      “Now, we get ready to fire.”

      “Pull the trigger?” she asked.

      “Not yet. And you don’t actually pull it. It’s more of a squeeze or press. Apply constant, increasing pressure on the trigger until the weapon fires.” She glanced back at him over her shoulder, and he nodded, putting on a pair of protective ear muffs and sliding a set onto her as well. He mouthed, “Go for it.”

      She resumed her stance, squinted, and fired, jolting slightly then grinning as the reverberation of the discharge echoed through the gun range. Leila pulled off her ear muffs and squealed with joy, just like her son had earlier. “I did it!”

      “You hit the target. Good job. Not center mass, but flesh wounds can hurt like hell.” Clint couldn’t help laughing along with her. Her enthusiasm was contagious. “Okay. Let’s try it again. See if that gun’s the right fit for⁠—”

      The button he’d set up in the shop for customers to get his attention when he was on the range buzzed loudly, cutting him off. Suzie’s face peeked through the window.

      Clint rushed over to answer it. “Yeah? Everything okay?”

      “Yes. Everything’s fine with us.” Suzie bounced the happy boy in her arms. “There’s something wrong with your vehicle though,” she said to Leila. “We went outside for a minute, and it looks like your tire’s flat.”

      “Damn.” Leila clicked on the safely on her weapon and handed it to Clint. All the excitement he’d seen on her face disappeared, replaced by fear again. She bit her lip but squared her shoulders like she was facing some kind of trial.

      What was up with that? Tires went flat all the time—any bit of debris on the road could get wedged inside them and cause damage. And yet, some instinct told him more was happening here. Her reaction suggested that she didn’t think this was a normal flat. She thought someone had tampered with her car. He had a feeling the tire problem was somehow connected to her desperate need for a gun, her skittishness about telling him the truth.

      The flat tire was probably nothing…but if it turned out to be something, he wasn’t going to let her face it alone. He secured her weapon in a lockbox but kept hold of his firearm. “Let me take a look for you and see what’s going on.”
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      Dread boiled inside Leila as she watched Clint leave the store and take a slow walk around her SUV. He was on alert, everything about his body tense and ready. She was glad to see he was taking this seriously. She certainly was. This sabotage of her car felt deliberate, and that scared the shit out of her. Her hands started to shake, so she shoved them in the back pockets of her jeans.

      She glanced over at Thomas. He and Suzie were sitting on a small loveseat in the corner of the gun shop. He was eating goldfish and listening to Suzie read a book, giggling like he hadn’t a care in the world. She wanted to keep it that way. Would do anything, make any sacrifice to make sure Thomas grew up safe and happy.

      Clint gestured for her to join him outside. He’d stuck his weapon in the back of his waistband and was crouched beside the right front tire.

      “This was deliberately slashed,” he said. His tone was questioning, waiting for her to explain who would do such a thing—and why. But if he was waiting for answers, he’d be waiting a long time. She had no intention of sharing.

      She wasn’t ready to take that next step with him yet. Maybe she never would be. She’d learned the hard way to keep her secrets well-hidden. Even though having help would be a burden off her shoulders, the trust it would require just wasn’t something she was ready to give. Clint was a virtual stranger, even if he had been kind and helpful so far. Leila shook her head and focused on her mangled tire. Damn her vindictive ex to hell and back again.

      “What’s happening is I need to figure out how to get this fixed pronto,” she said. “I have to get Thomas to daycare and go to work later.”

      Clint frowned, his expression clearly stating that he saw right through her bullshit answer. He shifted his weight and crossed his arms, his muscles working beneath his tanned skin. He wasn’t built like someone who spent hours in the gym, toning their bodies and guzzling protein shakes to within an inch of their lives. No. Clint was built like a man who used his body for good, hard, honest work and he had the tanned, slightly weathered skin to go with it. He’d mentioned being a former SEAL. That would certainly account for his appearance and fitness level. And protectiveness.

      “Where do you work? I can take you,” he offered. “Shop’s slow today anyway, so it’s not like I’d be losing any business. We can call a tow truck to take your vehicle to the nearest tire shop.”

      He was a problem solver. She hadn’t known many men like that. Most of the ones in her life had done nothing but cause problems that she had to fix. But not Clint. He’d jump in if she let him, so she waved off his question with a vague, “I work at the dental clinic in town. And you don’t need to worry about this. I’ve got a spare in the trunk. If you can help me get that on, I’ll be fine. Thanks though,” she added, not wanting to appear ungrateful.

      “The cut on that tire is pretty deep,” he pressed. “Looks like they used a knife. Maybe we should call the police and report it. It’s vandalism, if nothing else,” he said, watching her closely. Too closely for Leila’s comfort. Those blue eyes of his were far too perceptive.

      She did her best not to fidget as heat prickled her cheeks that had nothing to do with the bright sun above. “No. No police. I’m sure whoever did this is long gone by now.” Liar. “Seriously, you’ve gone through enough trouble on my behalf today, with the shooting lesson and all. Like I said, if you can just help me get the spare on, that would be great. I’ve got it from there. I’ll take the car in to the tire shop once I’ve gotten paid next week.”

      Clint was silent for a long moment, long enough to make her think that perhaps he wasn’t going to drop this. But then he sighed and cursed under his breath. “Fine. I’ll get this tire changed for you and then we’ll discuss your next lesson.”

      Her heart tripped with gratefulness and anticipation. She clicked the button on her key fob to open the trunk with shaky fingers. “Next lesson?”

      “Yeah,” he said. “You’re a long way from the required ten hours.” He rummaged around to find the jack and her spare, along with a tire iron beneath the panel in the floor. He pulled them out then got to work. Leila did her best not to stare at his perfectly formed butt or the hint of smooth tanned skin on his lower back peeking out from beneath the hem of his T-shirt. This was crazy. She had her ex stalking her and her young son to consider, but she felt such a strong attraction to this man.

      She bit back a sigh. Clint was the kind of man she should have been looking for when she was younger. Someone dependable and decent, kind to children. He even took her seriously, gave her lessons on how to protect herself, which was so incredibly appealing. She was a petite Latina, and people tended to see her as someone they could push around. The other men in her life had never been interested in empowering her. Not like Clint.

      She wished she’d known there were guys like Clint in the world before she’d gotten mixed up with her ex—but she couldn’t change the past. All she could do was try to live a better life for her and Thomas from this point on. Focusing on that took all her time—there was no room in her life for a romance, even with someone like Clint. She gave herself permission to admire him, to appreciate his hot body and helpful attitude. For just a minute. And then, when the minute was over, she’d walk away.

      Clint glanced back at her over his shoulder and that weird connection sizzled between them once more, the same one that had made her knees tingle and her breath hitch. Okay, so she’d use this minute to appreciate him and maybe also feel like a woman and not a tired, scared momma for a beat. But that was it.

      “Does today’s lesson count toward my hours?” She forced herself to get back to business.

      “It does, but today was just a basic introduction. If you want to become competent with handling a firearm, you’ll need practice and additional training. Safety first. Always.”

      She was on board with that.

      “Yes. Absolutely,” she said, nodding a tad too vigorously due to her guilt over checking out the way the denim of his jeans stretched over his butt. “I’m all about safety these days.”

      “Mama!” Thomas shouted. She turned. Suzie was carrying him from the store, and he stretched out his pudgy little arms toward her. She smiled at her son, remembering her responsibilities and tucking away her desires. He held out the buffalo stuffed toy to her, and she smiled at Suzie, taking her son from the other woman.

      “Thank you for watching him,” Leila said to Suzie. “I’ve got him now.”

      “My pleasure,” Suzie said, starting off back toward her tiny shop. “He’s a sweetheart. Let me know if you ever need my help again.”

      “Will do.” She waved to the older woman then took a deep breath to get herself back on track. “So, when can we schedule the next lesson? I’d like to get this done as soon as possible.”

      “Tomorrow work for you?” Clint asked, popping off her hubcap and setting it aside then grabbing the tire iron to remove the lug nuts. “I can make time for you whenever.”

      There he was being so good to her. She couldn’t let it go to her head. She brushed the hair from Thomas’s eyes with her fingers, a silent reminder to herself of what was important. Handsome, helpful former SEALs weren’t on the list. Unfortunately.

      “I have to work in the morning,” she said, “but I could come in the afternoon before I have to pick Thomas up at day care. Would that be okay?”

      “We’ll make it work.” Clint pulled off the slashed tire and set it aside, then slid the spare into place.

      She studied him as he tightened the bolts. Despite herself, she was curious about him. She’d noted the lack of a wedding band, and there were no pictures of women or kids in his office. Just his buddies. Was he lonely? She wanted to ask but she knew she shouldn’t. It was best she not get close to him.

      “That’ll do it,” he said, rising and putting the tools back in her vehicle. He turned to her, his eyes assessing. “Don’t drive too long on the spare.”

      “I won’t,” she said, even as she tried to figure out how long she could stretch it before shelling out for a new tire. The repair would have to wait at least a few days. She wouldn’t have any money to spare until her next paycheck, especially since she was spending so much on the gun. That expense was non-negotiable. Just thinking about that made her square her shoulders. Taking an offered kindness from a near stranger was okay for now, but she was in this mess with her ex-husband alone.. She’d take Clint’s lessons and learn what she needed to—and then, she would leave him behind. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

      “Leila, if you need something else…” Something about the way he said it made her think she could ask him for anything. Again, she fought down the temptation to tell him more.

      “I’m good. Thanks.” She put Thomas in his seat and got on the road for the five-mile drive. She checked her mirrors constantly. The slashed tire meant that Mike or someone in his gang had found her.

      And she knew from experience that they wouldn’t back off.
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      The next morning was not turning out to be any less hectic for Leila than the previous one. She was currently fiddling with Thomas’s car seat in the back of the car while talking to her mom on the phone, thanking God for the millionth time that her phone plan included unlimited calls to Puerto Rico.

      “Don’t worry about us, Mama,” she said, straightening up the mess of toys and snacks left over after she’d dropped her son off at day care on her way to her job as a dental hygienist. The spare tire was holding out, thankfully, but she knew she needed to take it in. She could have really done without that extra expense this month, which was probably exactly why Mike had chosen to slash her brand-new tire, the bastard. “Seriously. We’ll be fine. I can take care of myself.”

      She did her best to sound more confident than she felt.

      Still, her mother saw right through the charade. “Don’t pull that with me, chica. That criminal of an ex of yours is nothing to mess around with. For my peace of mind, I wish you and Thomas would move down here with me. There’s room at the condo and we could watch over you. Protect you.”

      “I don’t need protection, Mama.” Okay, she did need protection, but there was nothing her middle-aged mother and the set of elderly grandparents Mama cared for back home could do to help with that. If she moved home, Leila would have to worry about keeping all of them safe, not just her and Thomas. No. Staying in Nevada was the best course of action for all of them. Even though her mother brought up the idea of her coming home during every conversation they had. “Look, I’m going to get a gun and I’m learning how to shoot. I won’t let anything happen to my son. We’ll be fine, I promise.” She finished fussing with the car seat, then straightened to close the car door and lock the vehicle. “I need to go now, Mama, or I’ll be late for work. Talk to you later. Love you.”

      “Love you too, chica,” her mother said, her words tearful. “Please be careful.”

      “Always.” Leila ended the call and grabbed her bag from the front seat. She had a busy day ahead of her. Her schedule was full with patients, then later, with her lesson with Clint.

      “Leila,” a voice said behind her, making her jump.

      Her blood froze and her pulse stumbled. Mike. Her ex was here. A million thoughts whirled through her mind at once. Run. Hide. Fight. Flee. None of those options seemed feasible in the parking lot when he had her blocked in between her SUV, a van parked next to her, and him. He’d caught her at a vulnerable moment. Damn him.

      Mike was a lot of things, but stupid wasn’t one of them.

      Swallowing hard, Leila swiveled to face him. He looked harder than ever after his stint in prison for drug and weapons trafficking. Same angry green eyes, same gang tattoos covering his arms and creeping up his neck from beneath his army-green T-shirt. There was a tightness around his mouth, a hint of the tension that always skimmed right below his surface. His fists were clenched at his sides and a muscle ticked near his tight jaw. He was beyond pissed. Leila knew all the signs. He could go off on her right there, risking her life and the lives of anyone who happened by. Mike was a man who didn’t give a shit about consequences anymore, for himself or others. That made him all the more dangerous.

      Leila inhaled slowly and repeated the mantra they’d taught her in self-defense—stay cool, stay calm, defuse the situation if you can. She didn’t have much hope that she’d be able to talk him down, but she had to try. “What do you want, Mike?”

      He took a step closer. “What I want to know is why you waited until I was locked up before you filed for divorce and took my son away from me, you bitch!”

      She maintained eye contact with him although it took everything in her to do so. “You knew things weren’t working out between us. I told you I wanted to leave. There was no surprise about that.”

      “You belong to me, Leila. You and Thomas.”

      “We aren’t property,” she said, struggling to keep her voice from betraying the shaking of her insides. “But then I guess you never understood that. Maybe thinking of me as some kind of pet or possession made it easier for you to beat me.”

      “You made me do that. You disobeyed me.” He loomed even closer. “Do you have any idea how embarrassing it was for me to have you leave me like that? How much shit I had to put up with from the other inmates? It was humiliating. No one does that to me, Leila. No one.”

      “Yeah, I can see how dealing with the consequences of being abusive might be hard for you to deal with,” she said, then instantly regretted it when she saw his scowl deepen even more. Just like it used to before he hit her. Defuse, she reminded herself. “Look, this is my workplace⁠—

      “I don’t give a shit if it’s the Taj Mahal,” Mike yelled. “I came to get back what’s mine.”

      Why wasn’t someone driving by? But the position she was in was terrible. She was trapped where a casual passerby wouldn’t notice them, and neither of them were speaking loudly enough to draw attention. Why had she parked at the back of the lot today hemmed in by big vehicles? She was usually better about that, but she’d been distracted and on the phone with her mother and had just pulled into the first space she saw. So stupid.

      “You think you’re so smart, don’t you?” Mike said putting a hand on her car and closing her in even more. “You aren’t. You’re just a dumb bitch who doesn’t know how good you got it. Never did appreciate me and all the things I did for you. You never deserved me. Never.”

      She felt the bile rise in her throat. Her mind went blank, none of her self-defense training helping her. She felt hopeless and terrified. She didn’t even have her key fob in her hand. Not that the panic buttons would attract much attention. Talking was her only choice. She had to stay calm and firm.

      “Let it go, Mike. Let us go,” she pleaded. “You’re out now. You’re free. You have a second chance to make a new life, a new start. If I’m as worthless as you say I am, don’t waste your time on me.”

      “What about Thomas?” he said, glaring a thousand daggers at her.

      “What about him?” Leila felt some of her backbone returning. No way would this asshole get his hands on her son. Nope. She’d rather die than let him get to her child. She pulled some bravery from deep inside her. “Leave him alone.”

      “Or what?” Mike got right in her face, his breath stinking of alcohol even this early in the day. “What are you going to do to me, Leila?”

      She didn’t miss the mocking in his tone or the murderous glint in his eye. He’d kill her this time. There was no doubt in her mind. He’d go back to prison, and she’d go into a grave. End of their sad, sordid story. But Thomas…oh, god.

      “Tell me where my son is now!” Mike said, grabbing Leila’s arm in a bruising grip. “Tell me!”

      The echo of a car door slamming vaguely registered through the pounding of blood in her ears. Footsteps drew closer. She was torn between crying out for help and wanting to warn whoever it was to stay away, stay safe. All words stuck in her throat.

      “If I were you, I’d let the lady go,” a deep male voice said. A very familiar voice. Clint.
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      He had no idea who the bastard was getting in Leila’s face, and he didn’t care. His number one priority at the moment was keeping her safe. Clint stepped a bit closer and stared the guy down. “Is there a problem here?”

      The man, about the same height as Clint at five-ten and covered with gang tattoos, glared over at him with angry green eyes, his brutish face twisted into a menacing snarl. “Who the fuck are you? Mind your own business.”

      It was meant to be intimidating. Might’ve been too, if Clint hadn’t already faced down some of the worst badassess on the planet during his stint as a SEAL. This dude was a weak wannabe compared to some of the scum he’d encountered then. He took a step closer and met his opponent’s gaze directly. “I’m the guy who doesn’t like when assholes like you don’t treat women with respect.”

      “Yeah?” The guy swiveled away from Leila and cracked his knuckles. “What the fuck you gonna do about it?”

      “Mike, don’t—” Leila started before the jerk shot her a murderous glance.

      “Don’t tell me what to do, bitch. You lost that right when you served me with divorce papers.”

      Right. Clint put two and two together. This asshole must be her ex-husband. From the looks of him—rough and on-edge, his muscles taut and toned from hours in the gym, and what looked like a raw, fresh tat of a black tear drop under his left eye—Clint would guess he’d been recently released from prison. That certainly would explain Leila’s nervousness and sudden, desperate need for a weapon.

      He took another step, one that firmly put him between Leila and her behemoth of an ex-husband. “How about you tone down the threats and we discuss this like rational adults?”

      “How about you get the fuck out of here and keep your nose out of where it don’t belong before I smash it?” Mike growled. “You sleeping with her or what?”

      “Why? Afraid she’ll see what a real man is like?” Clint couldn’t help baiting him. After seeing how frightened Leila was and picturing her cute kid, he suddenly felt the urge to pummel this guy’s face into the dirt. Clint wasn’t a violent guy by nature, but the thought of this son of a bitch hurting Leila or Thomas brought it out in him.

      “I will kill you,” Mike bared his teeth and got nose to nose with Clint. “Nobody insults me and gets away with it.”

      “Yeah?” Clint didn’t back down an inch. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Leila slide away. Smart move on her part. He didn’t want her to take a hit if fists started flying. “Want to take me on? Let’s go. I’ve taken down people way worse than you before breakfast, bud. It’ll be a pleasure to knock you to your knees.”

      He’d wanted to say more, but a police car drove by, giving a quick beep of the sirens in warning. Apparently, someone had reported them. Much as Clint wanted to take this asshole down a peg, he didn’t fancy a trip to the local jail for brawling, either.

      The squad car pulled up near them and the officer’s tinted window lowered. “Problem here, ma’am?”

      Leila’s gaze flickered between Clint and her ex before meeting the cop’s. “No officer. Thank you. My ex-husband was just leaving.”

      Mike all but bristled with testosterone and rage and the cop stared him down a moment before the infuriated man finally stepped back. “Fine. I’m outta here. But it ain’t over, Leila. Not by a long shot.”

      Clint maintained his position until Mike peeled out of the parking lot in a used rust-bucket of a car, then he turned back to Leila. “You okay?”

      She nodded, visibly still shaken, though some of the color was returning to her cheeks.

      “Thanks, Rodney,” Clint said to the cop. The officer was a frequent visitor to his gun range. Someone Clint knew and trusted. “I owe you one.”

      “No problem,” Rodney said. “Watch yourself with that guy. He looks like he’s got a chip on his shoulder a mile wide.”

      Clint took a glance at Leila. Did she want the police to get involved? It didn’t seem so. “Will do,” Clint said.

      After a tip of his hat, the squad car pulled away, leaving him and Leila alone. He wanted to pull her in for a hug. He wasn’t usually the hugging kind, but it seemed like she needed that. Still, he got the sense that anything physical might frighten her, so he held back.

      “So, you were married to that guy?” Clint finally asked after several long seconds. Leila was avoiding his gaze, her shaking hands twisting the hem of her pink pastel scrub shirt. He wanted to sit her down somewhere before she collapsed. He gazed around the parking lot but didn’t see any benches nearby. “I’m assuming this is the dental clinic where you work. Want to go inside and talk about it?”

      “No.” She shook her head, staring into the distance toward the direction Mike had taken. “I’m good.”

      “You don’t look it.”

      “Looks can be deceiving.” She sighed and finally met his gaze. “Thanks for helping me out with him, but I…I can manage.”

      Clint crossed his arms and gave her an assessing stare. She clearly did not have this situation in control at all, but he didn’t want to force her into accepting his help either. Honestly, he wasn’t sure his getting involved in all this was a wise move on his part either. He’d learned long ago not to form attachments to people in crisis mode. They could hurt you in so many ways—by leaving at a moment’s notice, by pushing you away…or worst of all, by clinging tight while the danger lasted and then letting go just as soon as it passed. He didn’t blame them for doing whatever it took to protect themselves. He just didn’t want to get caught in the fallout. Still, she clearly needed protection, even if she was too stubborn or scared to admit it. His honor wouldn’t let him walk away. Not until he knew she and Thomas would be safe.

      “Maybe you should talk to the police about getting a restraining order,” he suggested. If Clint didn’t miss his guess, her ex was on probation. An incident like the one that had just happened could land him back in jail. That might be the best thing—for the time being, anyway.

      But he’d get out and her problems would start again.

      “Won’t stop him,” she muttered. “Seriously, I’ll be okay. You’re helping me already by teaching me to shoot. The rest…” She rubbed her hands down her arms, seeming chilled despite the heat of the day.

      He could not let this go, but how could he convince her to take his help? A slow, non-threatening approach seemed the best option. “Given the time of morning,” he said, “I’m guessing you were on your way into work. You still feel okay to do that?”

      “Yes, and I really don’t have a choice. I need the money.”

      “Okay. Fair enough. Your son at day care?” She nodded but didn’t offer up a location. “Is he somewhere secure?”

      Leila nodded again, looking over at the entrance to the dental clinic, where the receptionist was standing near the door. Maybe she’d seen something and been the one to call the police. “Believe me, I checked them out thoroughly. They know not to let anyone in to see Thomas except me and to call me if anyone else show up. He’s safe there.”

      “Good.” Clint stepped back and forced a smile he didn’t quite feel. He had one more question for her. No way
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