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HE’LL STAND UP TO HER ex and steal her heart...

Navy SEAL Mason “Riptide” Ryan has been flirting with the gorgeous waitress he met at Anchors for months. The petite brunette is shy, sweet, and sexy-as-hell—exactly the type of woman he wants. Mason’s ready to convince her he’s playing for keeps if she’ll take a risk and give him her heart.

Taylor Reynolds knows a good thing when she sees it—and the handsome, sexy, and flirty Navy SEAL meets all the marks. His strength and confidence leave her flushing every time he’s near, and she’d be willing to give him a shot if her controlling ex-boyfriend didn’t keep showing up at her door.

When her ex decides he’s not willing to let Taylor go without a fight, Mason is the only man who can rescue her. But will the assertive Navy SEAL be able to convince Taylor that their relationship is worth fighting for, too?

RESCUED BY A SEAL, a standalone novel, is book eleven in the sizzling Alpha SEALs series.
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​Chapter 1
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MASON “RIPTIDE” RYAN jumped and shot the basketball from the three-point line, listening to the “swoosh” of the ball as it sunk into the net after sailing through the air. He smoothly landed back on the blacktop and swiped his brow with his forearm.

Nothing like an outside game of hoops on a gorgeous evening, the salty ocean air from a few blocks away blowing around them.

“Whoo-hoo, sailor!” a woman from a group hanging outside the fence of the basketball court shouted. “You can sink into me anytime!”

“Becky!” her friend admonished, shushing her.

Mason smirked as the two women walked away, sashaying in their skimpy shorts and tank tops. He and his teammates were playing on a court at the edge of base, where some of the local women were known to congregate in hopes of catching a glimpse of the Navy SEALs.

And vice versa.

Nothing wrong with playing ball with his buddies while he had a few attractive women cheering them on.

He watched the hips of the woman who’d shouted at him temptingly sway back and forth as she and her friend moved toward a row of men jogging around the perimeter, pausing to smile and wave at the young recruits.

Her short shorts barely covered her ass.

Hell.

Those type of women didn’t seem to care whose bed they ended up in—as long as it was the bed of a military man.

He’d been all about those types in his younger days but just didn’t find them as tempting lately.

Didn’t mean the younger guys weren’t happy to take them home for the night though.

“Three points!” his team member Noah “Viper” Miller shouted, clapping him on the back. “You boys owe us a round of beers.”

Mason chuckled, glancing over at the two other members of their Navy SEAL team across the blacktop. “Anytime you guys wanna pay up works for me,” he said with a grin. “I could go for a couple of beers.”

“Hell, you just want to see Taylor again,” Jacob “Joker” Olson said, bending down to grab the basketball that had rolled to the edge of the court. He easily palmed it with one large hand, glancing up as the roar of twin jet engines temporarily drowned them out, two F-15s from the nearby naval air station flying across the sky.

“Affirmative,” Mason said. “Not that I’ve convinced her to go out with me yet.”

“She got any friends?” Jacob asked.

“The hell if I know,” Mason replied, sauntering toward one of the buildings on base as the rest of the men followed behind him. “She barely said a word the last time we were at Anchors. Usually she’ll hang out for a bit even if she’s working. Take her time passing out drinks and grub so we can flirt a little.” 

Anchors, a popular bar on the Virginia Beach oceanfront, wasn’t far from their Navy base at Little Creek. It was always filled with single military men and local women, both looking for a good time, but Mason had taken interest in one of the waitresses there in particular.

And his teammates had clearly noticed.

He imagined the flush that always spread across Taylor’s face as he teased her when he was there with his buddies, that dark brown ponytail swinging back and forth as she moved around the bar, and those chocolate brown eyes warming up every time she looked at him.

Ryker “Bulls Eye” Fletcher raised his eyebrows, his gray eyes flashing. “Think everything’s okay?”

“Dunno,” Mason grunted, stalking toward the door. “She gave me her number a few weeks ago but has been busy every time I’ve asked her out.”

“Crash and burn,” Jacob said with a howl of laughter. “Guess she wasn’t interested after all.”

“Hell, it feels like it,” Mason said, pulling open the door and flashing his ID. “I haven’t seen much of her since we got back from Bogota. Maybe she thought I was blowing her off by not showing up at the bar like usual.”

“She knows you’re a SEAL,” Ryker said. “Taylor knows the drill. We disappear for a while and then come back. Same with half of the other guys in Anchors. No harm, no foul.”

Mason shrugged as they moved toward the locker room. “Something still feels off. She was always flirty in her texts before—flirty yet unavailable, I might add.”

“Shit, you’ve been texting her? Was she sending you fucking heart emojis or something?” Ryker asked with a chuckle.

“Very funny, jackass,” Mason said as he opened his locker. He pulled his sweaty tee shirt up over his head, ready to hit the showers.

“Man,” Jacob muttered beside him. “First Hunter and Colton find women of their own, and now you, too? Maybe the Delta team can have a triple wedding or something.”

Their SEAL team leader Hunter “Hook” Murdock had met his girlfriend Emma in London while on the run from terrorists. Colton “C-4” Ferguson had met Camila as part of their op to take down her father, a notorious drug lord in Bogota. Neither of the SEALs had expected to fall for the women they’d rescued, but both Emma and Camila had moved to Virginia Beach and seemed happy as hell to be with their men.

And Colton and Hunter were now very much absent from their evening games of basketball and nights out at Anchors.

“I’m not with Taylor,” Mason said. “I like her—so shoot me. She’s gorgeous, and it’s cute as hell the way she always blushes around me. That doesn’t mean I’m going to marry the woman or something. Hell, I haven’t even taken her out yet.”

Ryker snickered, stripping off his own shirt. He balled it up and tossed it aside. “Bang her first, bro. No need to rush into marriage.”

Mason muttered to himself, slamming his locker shut. The rest of his SEAL team was single and more than happy to play the field. To take home a different woman every week. What the hell did he expect? If a woman they were interested in wasn’t readily available, they moved on to the next good-looking chick to come by.

No harm, no foul.

Why was he so hung up on Taylor anyway?

If she’d thrown herself at him and begged him to take her home for the night, would the thrill of the chase be gone?

It wasn’t that though, he rationalized. She was different than the type of women he usually went after. More reserved. Quieter. Shy.

But something about the way she always looked at him thrilled him to no end.

If she blushed that much just from being near him, he’d love to see how she reacted if he bent over and stole a kiss. Pulled her down on the sofa at his place and made out with her.

Took her to bed and enjoyed her for hours.

“Hell,” Noah said, stopping beside him, gripping his towel around his waist as he headed for the showers. “Just ask her if everything’s okay. Women like that shit.”

“And suddenly you’re an expert on women,” Mason chuckled.

“The last woman I took home didn’t have any complaints,” Noah quipped.

Mason smirked as his buddy walked off. Damn it all to hell. It wasn’t his place to worry about Taylor, a woman he for all intents and purposes barely knew.

They were acquaintances, barely. Not friends. Not dating. Not lovers.

He had a nagging feeling something wasn’t exactly right though. And as a Navy SEAL, he’d been trained to follow his instincts. To be aware and observant at all times.

The question was, even if something was going on in Taylor’s life, they were practically strangers. A few texts and flirty dinners where she waited on their table weren’t exactly the start of a relationship.

Would she even want his help?

***
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THIRTY MINUTES LATER, Mason was driving down the highway from Little Creek toward Virginia Beach. His stereo blasted through his SUV, and the ocean breeze blew in through his open windows.

He passed a couple of large high-rise hotels, aiming for the parking garage close to Anchors.

They were at Uncle Sam’s beck and call 24/7. Getting called on a mission meant they were wheels up within hours. Most of his team was still single, and they enjoyed nights out when they were all stateside. Hell, the other SEAL team stationed at Little Creek, the Alpha SEALs, were all married or in a serious relationship. A couple of them had kids already.

Mason pulled into a parking garage along Atlantic Avenue, the long stretch of road that ran along the busy section of Virginia Beach. He hopped out of his SUV, setting the alarm before crossing the dimly lit garage and walking down the block toward Anchors.

A gentle breeze blew in from the ocean. His gaze swept the area on the boardwalk—although there were a few people strolling along the water, it was nothing like the summer months when tourists flocked to the area.

He pulled open the door to the popular bar, the sounds of music and laughter and scent of fries and burgers hitting him. A long bar stretched across one side of the restaurant, but his gaze landed on their usual spot.

Hunter and Emma were already nestled at a table at the back, Emma sitting comfortably on Hunter’s lap. Hunter lifted his chin in greeting as he saw Mason, his arms wrapped around his woman.

His tattoo peeked out beneath his shirt sleeve, the scruff of his beard just beginning to look shaggy, and Mason smirked at how different Hunter and his Ph.D. girlfriend were. If they weren’t an example of opposites attracting, he didn’t know what was.

“Where’s everyone else?” Hunter asked.

“Must be busy doing their make-up or something,” Mason quipped, sinking into a seat.

Emma burst into laughter, brushing her red hair off of her face. “Brilliant,” she said in her British accent. “I’d love to see them in some lipstick and rouge.”

“Rouge?” Mason asked, wrinkling his brow.

“The hell if I know,” Hunter said, taking a pull of his beer. “Apparently it’s all the rage in London.”

“I’d look as white as a ghost without any makeup on,” Emma chided him. “I’ve got fair skin that needs all the help it can get.”

“You look perfect,” Hunter corrected her, taking her smaller hand in his and kissing the back of it. “Gorgeous.”

“Keep it in your pants, Hook,” Mason said, calling him by his nickname.

Hunter guffawed as Emma’s cheeks turned a rosy shade.

“Easy, princess. Mason just hasn’t gotten laid in a while.”

Mason chuckled as Emma shushed her boyfriend. 

Hell.

Mason had been there at the London pub when Emma and Hunter had first met. The chemistry between them had sizzled right from the start. From the looks of things, it hadn’t fizzled out at all since she’d moved here. If anything, Hunter was even more sickeningly sweet toward her.

Hunter.

One of the biggest, baddest dudes on their SEAL team, brought to his knees by a British chick.

“What’s so funny?” Hunter asked.

“I see who wears the pants in your relationship. Emma looks like she calls all the shots. She’s got you wrapped around her finger.”

“Thank you,” Emma said. “I always knew I liked you, Mason. Handsome and intelligent.”

“Hey,” Hunter said in a low voice, nuzzling her neck as she squirmed. “Don’t make me jealous over here.”

“Over here?” Emma asked with a laugh. “I’m literally on top of you. How could you be jealous?”

Hunter raised his eyebrows. “On top of me? Hell, I like the sound of that.”

Emma blushed furiously as Mason guffawed.

Noah, Jacob, and Ryker walked in together just then, sauntering toward the back. Emma’s gaze fell on Noah, her lips quirking in amusement. “I think your aviators are glued to your head. I’ve never seen you without them.”

The men all chuckled as Noah grinned. “They do seem to attract the ladies. And don’t worry—I make sure to take them off when I have a woman in my bed. Can’t have them falling off during sex.”

Hunter growled from his seat. “She wasn’t worried—and she sure as hell wasn’t thinking about you having sex.”

Noah smirked. “That makes one of us. I’m already hoping to find a beautiful woman to bring home with me for the night. Just have to decide who the lucky lady is.”

“Well, it sure as hell isn’t your looks that draws the ladies in,” Ryker said, grabbing a chair and sinking backwards onto it. “Hunter, Emma,” he said, nodding at the couple.

“Where’s the waitress?” Jacob asked, glancing around. “Is Taylor here tonight?”

Hunter shook his head, his eyes sweeping toward Mason. “I haven’t seen her the last couple of times we’ve been here.”

Mason frowned. “Me either. I was just saying earlier that something seems off with her. She used to be working practically every night, and she’s hardly around anymore.”

A young, blonde waitress walked over to their table, notepad in hand. “What can I get you boys tonight?” she asked, her pink lips shining with some type of lip gloss. Her gaze raked over Ryker, and Mason smirked.

“How about your phone number?” Noah teased.

She batted her heavily made-up eyes at him. “I’m not sure if you’re my type,” she teased him.

“Well, you’re certainly mine,” he quipped.

Hunter’s gaze swept from Noah to their waitress. “A round of beers for everyone. On me. We’re celebrating tonight.”

“Hoorah!” Noah said with a grin.

“Hell,” Ryker said as the blonde waitress walked away. “Colton and Camila aren’t even here yet.”

“So we’ll order them a round when they get here,” Hunter said. “No reason we can’t get started.”

“Hey fellas,” a voice drawled, and Mason glanced over to see Matthew “Gator” Murphy walking over with Brent “Cobra” Rollins. The two men were on the Alpha SEAL team at Little Creek. Both the Alpha and Delta teams worked together at times, deploying jointly on missions. The Delta team had just gotten back from Colombia though while the Alpha team had been in the Middle East.

“Where’s your better halves?” Jacob asked.

Brent smirked at them. “Ella’s busy taking a class. She’s actually going to graduate early in December but wants to get her Master’s Degree after that. She was accepted to a graduate program here.”

“Hell, that’s awesome, man,” Mason said, nodding at the other SEAL. “To transfer schools and finish early is pretty sweet. And grad school, too? Fantastic.”

Brent had met Ella down in Florida. He’d come to her rescue when her sleazy boss at the cocktail lounge where she worked had pawned her off on some men he owed money to. Ella had ended up moving to Virginia Beach to finish college here.

Such was the life of a SEAL. They went where the U.S. Navy sent them—and their wives or girlfriends had to come along, for better or worse.

“Yep. I was looking forward to seeing more of her,” Brent said. “She was planning to get a job after graduating, but it looks like now she’ll be spending more of her nights studying and writing papers. She’s more serious about school than I ever was,” he added with a chuckle.

“Bri’s at home with the baby,” Matthew said. “I did daddy duty the other night while some of the women went out. Now it’s my turn to have a breather. Man, that little fella can scream.”

“Shit,” Hunter said as Emma stood and headed off to the ladies’ room. “You boys could open a goddamn daycare with all the kids you have.”

“Not me,” Brent said. “I don’t know a damn thing about babies. Nor do I want to.”

Hunter chuckled. “And what does Ella say about that?” he asked, crossing his arms as he leaned back in the chair, his mouth quirked up in a smile.

Brent shrugged. “She’s busy with school now—no time for a kid.”

“But grad school won’t last forever,” Mason needlessly pointed out. “Give it a few years, bro.”

“We’re meeting some of the other guys here,” Matthew drawled.

“Well hell, pull up a chair and join us,” Hunter said. “We’re celebrating our latest successful op.”

“Another time,” Matthew promised. He and Brent headed off to the bar area to wait for the rest of their team, and the blonde waitress sashayed back over, holding a heavy tray of drinks.

Mason’s gaze landed on her name tag. “Emily,” he said, watching as her eyes flicked over to him. “Have you seen Taylor around?”

“She called out again,” Emily said with a wry smile, handing out the bottles of beer to the guys.

“Called out as in she’s sick?” Mason asked, his eyes narrowing.

“I’m not sure,” Emily said. “She’s missed several of her shifts. She was sick a couple of weeks ago, but I’m not sure why she hasn’t been around lately.”

“Is she having car trouble again?” Mason asked. The last time the team had been in here, she’d told him how she’d paid $400 for a tow. Mason had wanted to wring the neck of the tow truck driver who’d taken advantage of a single woman. Hell, he’d have changed her damn tire himself. Now that he had her number, and vice versa, he’d hoped she’d be in contact with him more. After a string of flirty texts though, he’d disappeared with his team to Bogota a couple of weeks ago.

And he’d barely gotten a response back from her since.

Emma walked back over, her red hair swishing around her. “Camila just texted me—she and Colton are on their way.”

“About damn time,” Jacob said with a grin. “Why do you think they were running late? Maybe they needed some extra time between the sheets?” he asked, waggling his eyebrows.

“Hush,” Emma chided him. “She just moved here. Of course they’re going to be enjoying their time alone.”

“Poor old Colt is pussy-whipped,” Noah said, taking a swig of his beer. 

Emma reached over and lightly smacked him on the arm as Hunter guffawed in amusement.

“He’s pretty damn happy,” Mason said, taking a pull of his beer.

“Says the guy who’s been hung up on a woman for months,” Noah said.

Mason shrugged. “She knows I’m interested in her. Hell, how many times have I asked her out now? It’s not exactly a state secret. First she said she didn’t date customers, then that she wanted to take it slow. She gave me her number though.”

“You should ring her up,” Emma said in her British accent. “You have her mobile—why keep texting when you could just ask her out on a proper date?”

“I have asked her out,” Mason said. “A couple of times. But you’re right. I’ll give her a call this weekend now that we’re back in town. If she’s not interested, I can take it,” he said with a shrug. “But then I’ll at least have an answer.”

“Bravo,” Emma said, as the men chuckled.

Mason scanned the restaurant out of habit, hoping Taylor would somehow appear out of thin air. The waitresses working tonight were busy, carrying full trays between tables. But as their own waitress had already said, Taylor wasn’t there.

Again.

Mason clenched his jaw, reaching for his cell phone.
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​Chapter 2
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TAYLOR REYNOLDS FROWNED as she scanned her small apartment, the evening sunlight coming in through the slatted blinds on her balcony door. A burst of salty ocean air blew into the living room, and she crossed the room, pulling the window beside it shut.

The click of the lock felt like it sealed her fate.

She was stuck inside here for the night. Figuratively at least.

Her stack of books and empty mug were in their regular spot on the coffee table, her camera right beside them. Her jacket and purse tossed onto the arm chair, ready for her to grab before heading into work.

And her ex-boyfriend lay sprawled across her sofa, passed out in another drunken stupor.

Her gaze narrowed. His large frame took up all three sofa cushions, and although at one time she’d been attracted to his muscular, athletic build, now it just intimidated her.

Eric had been showing up more and more lately, and she was starting to feel jittery any time someone knocked on her door, fearful that it was him. Afraid that he’d come by and refuse to leave. Refuse to let her leave.

She couldn’t go into work late and just leave him there in her apartment—he’d be furious if he woke up and she was gone.

Not that she should have answered the door in the first place.

But if she sent him away, drunk, who knows what would happen. She hoped to God he hadn’t driven over here, but she couldn’t exactly send him on his way knowing that he’d be on the road with other drivers. Knowing that he could hurt—kill—someone else. Someone innocent.

She stiffened, inhaling sharply as memories washed over her. Of a drunk driver crashing into her sister’s old Toyota Camry. Of rushing to the hospital to wait with her parents, hoping and praying for a miracle before they finally had to take her off life support.

As much as she detested Eric’s behavior, she couldn’t in good conscience just send him on his way. She hadn’t wanted to let him in, but she knew he’d be furious if she left. It was easier just to call out from work and wait for him to wake up sober. Again.

She’d remind him that they broke up and send him on his way, hoping he finally got it.

Panic rocketed through her as she heard someone in the hallway, and she realized she’d forgotten to text her best friend to cancel her ride. Hurrying toward her front door, she quietly edged it open. She couldn’t exactly play sick since she was dressed and ready to go—makeup on, hair neatly pulled back into a ponytail, Anchors tee shirt worn over her jeans.

Bailey frowned as she saw the expression on Taylor’s face. “What’s wrong?” she immediately asked. “Are you okay?”

“I’m so sorry,” Taylor gushed, “but I forgot to text you. I’m not going into work tonight after all.”

Bailey raised her eyebrows, her blue eyes sparking. Her knowing gaze slid to the door. “What? Why not? Are you sick or something?”

Taylor stepped into the hallway, pulling the door behind her. After she quietly eased it shut, she met her friend’s gaze, her heart hammering in her chest. “Eric showed up,” she whispered. “He reeked of alcohol—he must’ve been drinking all day long. I don’t even know how he got here—I’m really hoping he didn’t drive over to my place. But I can’t just leave him here all alone.”

Bailey’s gaze landed on the closed door. Her blue eyes tracked back to Taylor. “And you let that asshole in? What’s he doing now?” she whispered furiously.

“Passed out drunk on the sofa.”

“Well, come on. I’ll drop you off at work, and you can crash at my place tonight. He won’t stick around here forever. Just let him sleep it off. And the next time he shows up, don’t open the door. Don’t even go near the door—just call the cops and be done with it. They can arrest him for being drunk in public or something. Maybe a night in jail would sober him up quick. Seriously Taylor—he’s bad news.”

“No,” Taylor said, shaking her head as her ponytail bobbed back and forth. “I can’t leave. He’d be furious if he wakes up and I’m not here.”

“He’s passed out drunk! He won’t remember if you told him you were leaving. Besides, you guys broke up. He shouldn’t even be coming over here at all. Ever. Who cares if he’s mad? He certainly doesn’t have a say in whether or not you go into work. Tell him to fuck off and screw up someone else’s life.”

Taylor let out a sigh. “It’s not that simple.”

“It is.”

Taylor helplessly shrugged. “He always apologizes when he’s sober—says that he needs someone to talk to. I mean, I guess he just hasn’t gotten over things yet. I’m the one that called it off. And his drinking so much might be a cry for help.”

“So what? People break up all the time. People get divorced more quickly than your break up. Go. Get your stuff. You can’t just let him keep controlling your life. Let his friends and his family deal with him. Eric is not your problem anymore. How many days of work have you missed anyway?”

“A lot,” Taylor admitted. “I was sick a few weeks ago, so I missed a couple of shifts then. But now Eric is showing up at my apartment all the time, saying we need to talk again.”

“He’s manipulating you—you know that, right? And I’m worried. He might be passed out drunk now, but what about when he turns into an angry drunk? Or an abusive drunk? You need him gone. You sure as hell don’t need him in your apartment.”

“I know, I know. I just felt like I had to let him stay here. He barged in as soon as I opened the door and—”

“Get your stuff—we can talk on the way there.”

“All right,” Taylor nervously agreed. “Hold the door open for me—I don’t want it to slam shut and wake him up.”

Bailey raised her eyebrows, and Taylor realized how silly she sounded. This was her apartment. She could come and go as she wanted. Slam the door if she wanted. Since when had she let Eric control so many aspects of her life?

She hurried inside to grab her purse, casting one last glance at her ex.

Ten minutes later the girls were breezing down Atlantic Avenue in Bailey’s convertible, heading toward the popular touristy section of Virginia Beach. Bailey slid her sunglasses on, her tiny eyebrow ring gleaming in the sunlight. 

Taylor had her ears pierced but nothing else. Eric hadn’t liked piercings or tattoos on women, and she’d wanted to look good for him. He’d instantly shot down her desire to get a small heart tattoo on her hip with her sister’s initials in it.

Tessa had been her best friend. Only a year apart, they’d been inseparable in high school. No one would’ve been able to see the tattoo, save for her and Eric, but he’d insisted he didn’t like them on women, especially on his girlfriend.

Maybe now that they’d broken-up, she’d go to the tattoo parlor. She wasn’t generally into tattoos, and had no desire to get more than one, but something permanent to memorialize her sister called to her. Taylor’s entire life had changed that day her sister’s life had been taken. And the fact that she’d be doing it in defiance to her ex made her even more determined to see it through. She was done with Eric controlling her life. It was time to finally start living hers again.

She’d finally broken up with him a month ago after dating for several years when his drinking and controlling behavior had just gotten to be too much.

Who was she kidding though?

Their relationship had taken a turn for the worse months ago. The writing had been on the wall for everyone but Eric it seemed.

Grabbing her cell phone from her purse to let her manager know she’d be in tonight after all, she saw a text from Mason, one of the military guys who hung out at Anchors all the time. They’d flirted a little, harmlessly, and at one point she’d given him her number. Although they’d texted a bit, now that Eric had been showing up more and more frequently, she’d tried to ease back on the flirty texts.

There’d be no telling what would happen if Eric saw them.

Bailey glanced over at her, her blonde hair streaming in the wind. “What are you smiling about?” she teased as Taylor thumbed a response to Mason on her phone.

“Remember that guy I told you about? The one who comes in with his buddies to Anchors all the time?”

“The Navy SEAL hottie,” Bailey confirmed.

Taylor blushed, her face flaming. “He texted me to say that he’s there with his friends now and misses my smile.”

“You should go out with him,” Bailey declared. “Hell, even if you don’t like him, go out with him. Just so that Eric sees a big, strong guy at your place. Maybe then he’ll stop trying to push you around.”

“He doesn’t push me around,” Taylor protested.

The car pulled to a stop at a red light, and Taylor watched the groups of people walking down the sidewalk of Atlantic Avenue. It was a perfect autumn evening. The summer crowds that visited Virginia Beach had died down, so it was mostly locals enjoying the bars and restaurants that dotted the strand.

Taylor loved spending afternoons basking in the sun, listening to the sound of the waves crashing on the shore. Some of her old friends from high school and college wondered why she was still working as a waitress at Anchors, but honestly? She loved the freedom.

A night job that paid well with decent tips left her days free for enjoying the beach. Even in the cooler months, she’d walk down the boardwalk, taking photo after photo of the ocean and enjoying the saltwater and sand.

Bailey tucked a strand of blonde hair behind her ear before admonishing Taylor, the tiny row of studs in Bailey’s ear glimmering in the sunlight. “Maybe Eric doesn’t push you around physically—yet. That could always change. But emotionally he sure yanks you the hell around. He’s controlling, manipulative, possessive—”

Taylor burst into laughter. “Tell me how you really feel.” The car pulled forward again as the light changed to green, and Taylor inhaled the salty ocean air before glancing back at her best friend. “I mean, yes, he’s a jerk,” she continued. “That’s why I broke up with him. I don’t want him to go and do something crazy though.”

“Like barge into your apartment and refuse to leave?” Bailey asked drily. “And what happened with your car anyway? I thought you were getting it fixed?”

“Eric has a buddy that owns an auto shop.”

“Then why has it been there for a week? If he knows someone, it should get done faster, right?”

“Yeah, I suppose. I just thought maybe he was squeezing it in as a favor. And Eric always had a good reason why it wasn’t ready yet.”

“How convenient. Was his buddy the guy that gave you a tow a few weeks ago?”

Taylor muttered under her breath.

“And overcharged you, right? Did he ever reimburse you?”

“Not yet,” Taylor said with a sigh. “And I didn’t want to push it. He’s helping me out by repairing it in the first place.”

A small niggle of worry snaked through her. Mason and his SEAL friends had been furious when they’d found out how much she’d been charged for a tow. She’d been desperate though, and when she’d been stranded on the side of the road, what was she supposed to do? She’d been relieved when her ex had happened to call and sent someone over to help her.

Anchors came into view in the distance. “What time do you need me to pick you up?” Bailey asked.

“I don’t get off until one a.m. I’ll just grab a ride home with someone. One of the other waitresses should be able to give me a lift.”

“You sure?” 

“Yeah, sometimes we stay late to wrap up, so I don’t want you to have to wait around for me. It shouldn’t be a problem to find a ride.”

“Have them drop you off at my place,” Bailey insisted. “You have a key, so let yourself in. Don’t go back to your apartment with Eric there.”

“All right,” Taylor said, climbing out of her best friend’s convertible. “Hopefully he won’t wake up until morning. The last thing I need is him coming over to Anchors looking for me.”

“Wait—he’s done that?” Bailey asked in surprise.

“Just once,” Taylor said. “And I told him I was working. He hasn’t been back yet, but there’s no telling when he’ll change his mind.”

A couple pushed open the doors to Anchors, and Taylor watched them, thinking the guy in aviators looked like one of Mason’s friends. They all kind of blended together sometimes with their buzz cuts, muscles, and bravado—that, and the fact that she usually kept her focus on Mason.

She’d barely noticed the others enough to tell them apart.

The guy in aviators nodded, his gaze locking a moment on Bailey, still seated in the convertible.

“Looks like you’ve got an admirer,” Taylor teased as she shut the passenger door.

“He’s with another woman,” Bailey said with a laugh, watching them walk down the block toward the ocean. “He’s a hottie though. I’d do him.”

Taylor nearly choked on her laughter as she stepped away from the car. “You don’t even know him.”

Bailey shrugged, flashing her a wicked grin. “Be careful tonight, sweetie! Call me if you need anything. Better yet, call that Navy SEAL of yours.”

“He’s not mine,” Taylor protested.

“Uh-huh. Then why’s he texting you? And stay away from Eric. The next time he shows up at your apartment—because we both know that he will—do not open the door. Don’t even talk to him. Call the police if he won’t leave.”

“Yeah, maybe I should.” She blew out a sigh. She’d been hoping Eric would move on, but that scenario was seeming less and less likely the more he showed up. “Thanks again for the ride, hun.”

“Anytime!” Bailey blew her a kiss and then pulled out into traffic, waggling her fingers at the guy in the car behind her who’d let her in.

Bailey was such a flirt. The complete and total opposite of Taylor. They’d been best friends since college though, and Taylor loved her like a sister. Bailey had never met Tessa, but Taylor had a feeling they all would’ve gotten along amazingly.

Amazing how one small moment had changed her entire life.

Taken Tessa’s life.

A brief wave of nervous excitement washed over her as she walked toward Anchors. Although her sister was always in the back of her mind, ten years had let her learn to live with the loss. For the pain to dull slightly. She might miss her terribly sometimes, but she had moved on. Continued living. And without a doubt, she knew Tessa would have wanted that.

She pushed open the door to the popular restaurant and bar. Without thought, her gaze immediately swept to the back where Mason and his buddies usually sat.

It happened to be the area that she usually covered, but since she’d called out, she had no idea which tables would be hers tonight.

A group of military guys was at the back of Anchors, laughing and tossing back beers. Her gaze tracked over them, but then the blond guy at the edge of the table looked up.

Blue eyes immediately locked with hers, and she flushed, looking away. She instantly felt foolish. 

Something about Mason always got under her skin. She didn’t even know him that well, but she did know with one hundred percent certainty that he wasn’t the type of man Eric was. Mason and his friends loved flirting with women, but they respected them. Treated them right.

He was obviously interested in her, and she kept holding him at an arm’s length.

She glanced back again, feeling more confident, and his eyes were still on her.

He grinned in that easy, confident way he always had, his blue eyes sparking with interest. His cropped blond hair gleamed in the overhead lights, and she tried not to stare at his tanned, toned arms. At his impossibly broad chest. The tee shirt he had on stretched across it, revealing his muscles, and he was leaning back in his chair, relaxed and confident as always.

She smiled back, unable to help herself, warmth surging through her chest. Butterflies fluttered in her stomach, and her skin heated.

It was amazing how one look from Mason was all it took to set her ablaze. When those blue eyes locked with hers, she always felt lost to everything but him.

Forget her ex.

She was moving on with her life starting right now.
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​Chapter 3
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MASON LAUGHED, TAKING another swig of his beer from their table in the back of Anchors. Music blasted from the stereo, loud conversations filled the air around them, and they were all on their second round of beers.

“She was into you, man,” Hunter said with a chuckle, watching as a scantily clad woman walked away, pouting.

“Totally,” Emma agreed from beside him. “Women don’t just throw themselves at men like that unless they think it’s a sure thing.”

“Kind of like when we met, huh?” Hunter asked, waggling his eyebrows.

Emma flushed as she laughed in embarrassment. “You were hitting on me at the pub! Mason was there. Mason, tell everyone that Hunter is unequivocally making that up.”

“I don’t know,” Camila purred from beside Colton, brushing her long, dark hair back from her face as she leaned closer to him. “Colton threw himself at me, and I was anything but a sure thing.”

The rest of the table howled with laughter as Colton shook his head good naturedly. “It’s different with a woman—it’s never a sure thing.”

“Unless you meet her on the street corner,” Hunter quipped.

Colton chuckled. “We met at the airport—and Camila did her damnedest to brush me off without a second glance.”

“I had to play hard to get, no?” Camila asked innocently. “Where’s the fun in throwing myself at a man?”

“It would’ve been fun for me,” he quipped as the others burst into rowdy laughter once more. Colton was casually leaning back into his chair, his arm securely around Camila. Emma was perched beside Hunter, delicately nibbling on her hamburger. Hunter had already wolfed his down earlier, and he was nabbing fries from her plate.

Ryker was silently scanning the restaurant, and Mason followed his gaze. He hadn’t heard back from Taylor after texting her earlier but tried to shrug it off. She was a big girl.

That still didn’t explain why she’d apparently missed another shift at Anchors though.

The hair on the back of his neck prickled a moment later, and he abruptly looked up, his gaze sweeping around the restaurant.

“What’s up, man?” Colton asked, noticing his sudden change in demeanor.

“I just thought—yep, there she is,” he said, nodding at the front of the restaurant where Taylor had suddenly walked in.

He clenched his fists, resisting the urge to rise and go over to her.

Taylor worked here. She was just arriving for her shift like every other waitress who came in. And furthermore—she wasn’t his. No matter how badly he wanted to walk over and see her, flirt a little, watch her flush as he teased her, and ask her why she hadn’t been around lately, he needed to let her start her shift.

Her cheeks were pink, her dark ponytail swinging back and forth as she immediately looked toward his table. She had on her usual tee-shirt and jeans uniform that the rest of the wait staff at Anchors wore. The snug-fitting shirt did little to conceal her curves though. He noticed the swell of her breasts, her narrow waist and the slight flare of her hips. She flushed slightly as their eyes locked, looking away from him.

Mason frowned.

Had he been reading her wrong?

But no, she glanced over at him again and gave him a smile, her eyes lighting up as he grinned at her. She paused, her eyes locking with his for a moment longer, and then she was talking to her manager, gesturing toward the front door.

Mason’s gaze swept over, half expecting someone to walk in after her. A friend? Roommate? Boyfriend?

His jaw tightened.

But no, she wasn’t the type to give him her number and lead him on if she had a boyfriend.

Which made it all the more strange that she’d seemed somewhat elusive lately. He suspected she was the type of woman who didn’t give out her number very often. Hell. He’d been in here week after week with his buddies before she felt comfortable enough to give him her number.

For such a seemingly small thing, he sensed it was probably a big deal to her.

“I wonder why they said she called out tonight,” Colton said as they watched her talking to her manager. Another waitress walked by, giving Taylor a quick hug. Apparently she really hadn’t been around much lately.

“Maybe she’s been avoiding Mason,” Ryker said with a smirk.

“And avoiding her paycheck along with it?” Mason asked, raising his eyebrows. “Doesn’t add up. Besides, she could’ve easily just told me she wasn’t interested, and I would’ve backed off. She knows that. Hell, she could’ve told any one of you guys that she wanted me to leave her alone. We’re in here all the damn time.”

Ryker shrugged, his gaze trailing after two women walking by their table. Each had on a cropped top and a short skirt that barely covered their ass. Mile high come-fuck-me heels. Mason would’ve been all over that type of woman when he was younger, but now?

His gaze was drawn again toward Taylor.

Those tight jeans and snug tee shirt did more for him than those women flaunting their bodies.

Hell.

When had he turned into such an old man, anyway?

“Excuse me,” Ryker said, abruptly standing up from the table. “I’m going to go buy those ladies a drink.”

“Both of them?” Hunter asked, grinning. Emma had finished eating and was snuggled up against him, and he absentmindedly caressed her shoulder.

“If I’m lucky,” Ryker said with a smirk. “Don’t wait up for me, fellas.”

The table chuckled as he sauntered away.

“He’s never going to change, is he?” Emma asked glancing up at Hunter.

“That’s a negative, princess,” Hunter said.

“Not a chance in hell,” Mason agreed. He watched as Emma nonchalantly took Hunter’s hand and almost shook his head in disbelief. A couple of months after they’d met her in London, and those two were head over heels.

He never thought he’d see his SEAL team leader anxious to settle down with a woman, but the truth was stranger than fiction sometimes. Emma had moved in with Hunter—flown across an entire ocean to be with him—and they were happily together now. They had the house. The lovey-dovey looks. All they needed was a dog and the two point five kids to be living the American dream.

“Ryker seems rather happy chasing after women, no?” Camila said from her seat beside Colton. “Men like that have no reason to change.”

“Somehow you changed this guy,” Mason said, nodding toward Colton. “He wasn’t going to let us leave Colombia without you.”

“Can you blame him?” Camila teased, pretending to pout at her boyfriend. “Look what he’d be missing out on if he’d left me behind.”

Mason smirked in amusement, but Colton’s jaw tightened. They joked about their relationship now, but Colton and the rest of the Delta team had rescued Camila from a sex-trafficking ring in Bogota. No one wanted to think about what would’ve happened if they hadn’t gotten to her in time.

It killed Colton and the rest of the guys even now knowing there were other women still being held down there. Not to mention all the other women being trafficked world-wide. There wasn’t a hell of a lot one SEAL team could do to rescue every single woman in harm’s way though. Mason’s mind had been occupied enough with Taylor recently, trying to solve that puzzle.

The conversation continued on around him, but Mason’s gaze was again drawn to the front of Anchors as Taylor walked out from behind the bar with a pad and pen in one hand.

Her dark ponytail swished back and forth, her hips swayed slightly as she moved, and then Mason was instinctively rising.

Walking over toward her.

Her lips parted in surprise as she saw him approach, but she paused, waiting for him to get to her.

He noticed the rise and fall of her chest, her breasts pressing against her form-fitting tee shirt. Hell, there were plenty of women in here wearing significantly less than that, but Taylor in a snug shirt and tight jeans was sexy as hell. A long silver pendant was around her neck, and he saw she had tiny silver hoops in her ears.

Nothing about her was flashy or attention seeking like the women who were quite obviously trying too hard, but she sure had his attention every time he walked in.

One glance at her always had his heartrate increasing and his libido rising.

“Long time no see,” he said in a low voice, loving the flush that spread over her cheeks as she gazed up at him. At six-foot-two, he towered above her petite frame. Something about that made her all the more appealing to him though. He felt protective of her. Attracted to her.

And definitely interested in getting to know her better.

Preferably intimately, but he’d settle for taking things slowly. At the rate they’d been going, it would be another few weeks before she even agreed to go out with him. It had taken long enough just to get her number.

“You disappeared for a while,” she said with a small smile. Her chest rose and fell slightly as she spoke, and he realized she was nervous with the way she was clutching her order pad in a death grip.

He wanted to reach out and caress her bare arm. Feel that soft skin beneath his fingertips. Assure her that she had nothing to worry about with him. Not now and not ever.

She was working though.

And they weren’t out on a date or at a party getting to know one another. He shouldn’t be wanting to reach out and comfort her at all. Not here anyway. Not right now. “That I did,” he agreed. “And now I’m back. Nature of the job,” he added with a shrug. “They send us out, and we never know when or for how long.”
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