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CHAPTER 1

Tally

 

“Need you in the conference room, Tally.”

My eyes narrowed in irritation at the voice coming through the speaker. I hated when people summoned me through our PA system. I much preferred an actual phone call or an email, but Brody was my boss, and even though I wanted to backtalk, I had learned over time that being a smart-ass wasn’t always appreciated.

“On my way, good sir.” I logged out of my computer, then grabbed my tablet and went down the hallway to the conference room.

Royal Ace Security was one of the best, the best in my opinion, security companies in the world. I was honored to work in the IT department for a company that was so highly sought after. From celebrities looking for personal protection to blue-collar workers wanting an alarm system installed in their homes and everyone in between, they were in high demand.

I loved what I did, and even though I was working at the branch in Texas, I’d learned so much from Q, who was the head of the department at headquarters back in California. As much as I enjoyed using my brain for cracking codes and helping to solve cases through technology, I wanted to be in the actual field more, so I made sure to go above and beyond in order to prove myself to the company.

They hadn’t let me make that crossover yet because I was too much of an asset at my current position, but I was suspicious it was simply because I was a woman, and I was hoping to change that soon.

When I rounded the corner and saw the glass was frosted, my curiosity piqued. We have a training facility here but also saw celebrity clients and millionaires and all sorts of people, but rarely, if ever, did we frost the glass to protect their identity. Not only did all the employees sign ironclad NDAs, but everyone I worked with had integrity, and they’d never break a client’s trust.

Making sure the irritation at being beckoned was wiped clean, I plastered on a professional face as I pulled the door open. Brody was sitting at the end of the table closest to me, and a man in a hoodie and a backward baseball cap was to his right, but his back… his very broad back and thick, wavy, dark brown hair that stuck out of the ends of his hat, was all I could see.

“Have a seat.” Brody motioned to the chair on his left, so I moved around the table, my high heels soundless on the carpeted floor.

Setting my tablet down, I slid into the seat, and when I looked up, I was met with a face that should have been illegal. Chiseled jaw, thick brows, ice-blue eyes, and full eyelashes that I’d pay to have myself all resting atop shoulders as wide as a truck and a chest I could climb like a tree.

“This is Tyler Tate. Quarterback for the Texas Lone Stars and a friend of mine from back in the day. Mr. Tate is here—”

“Seriously, man?” Tyler interrupted Brody with a deep, amused laugh. “Mr. Tate?” He shook his head and pinned me with those cool blue eyes. “My name is Tate, Tyler Tate, but everyone just calls me Tate.”

“Tate,” Brody emphasized, “is having a bit of a problem and needs some help. Very discreet help.”

I had no clue what he was talking about. “Okay…”

“Because of his public position and the gravity of the situation, this needs to be handled behind the scenes, nothing in the field… no pun intended.” Brody chuckled, and Tate rolled his eyes.

“Someone’s stealing from me,” Tate explained. “I have a foundation and a handful of people I usually trust to take care of everything who have access to the funds. I check the statements every month and have noticed some discrepancies. Normally, I’d go to my assistant, but he’s one of the ones with access, and as much as I want to trust him, I can’t rule out anyone at this point.”

Brody slid a hard drive across the table. “Account numbers, passwords, names, everything you need to get started.”

“I want to know who and how much they took, so I can fire them and then replace what they stole. I don’t want it going to the press, and I don’t want to file charges. I just want them off my payroll and for this to be kept quiet.”

“I can do that, but, uh… can I ask why this needs to be kept so quiet? I mean, I should know if it’s pertinent to the case.”

Brody’s gaze cut to Tate, who nodded, giving him permission, which I found odd. “I know you don’t keep up with sports, but you do pay attention to the news, right?”

“Yes.”

“So you know what happened last year?” Brody assumed.

I didn’t even know who Tate was two minutes ago. “Sorry, I don’t.”

“There was a… misleading article—”

Tate cut him off and didn’t beat around the bush. “A photo of me in bed with a woman who was not my wife hit the tabloid sites. After that, a bunch of women came out of the woodwork and said I’d slept with them, too. I also had a little too much to drink one time and got arrested because I had passed out in my truck even though the keys weren’t even in the ignition.”

I had so many questions, but I couldn’t ask them here. I’d just have to do some recon tonight on my own. “Okay.”

“I can’t have another scandal.” Someone stealing from your charity wasn’t the same as being a manwhore or drunk driving, but again, I kept quiet as he continued. “You’re right, though. You should know because my ex is someone I’m sure you’ll look into since she has a reason to try to get money.”

“Did she not get what she wanted in the divorce?”

“We had a prenup.”

That’s not only smart but necessary as a professional athlete. “And she didn’t get enough in the settlement?”

“Conditions were laid out, and she didn’t abide by them before filing, so no… she left our marriage with what she came into it with, which was nothing.” Tate flipped his hat around and sank into the seat, seemingly uncomfortable with the conversation.

That must have been an ironclad prenup that she didn’t get anything when infidelity was the reason for her filing. “Okay, I’ll make sure to look into her.”

“Y’all can get acquainted, and Tate’ll tell you whatever else you need to know, but almost everything should be in those files. Take him out the back entrance when y’all are done, Tally.” Brody stood, and so did Tate. “Oh, here’s the burner.” He tossed a phone to his friend, who easily caught it.

Brody was a big guy in his own right, but Tate had several inches and probably about forty pounds of muscle on him. The two friends shook hands, and after Brody promised we’d get to the bottom of it, he excused himself.

Tate returned to the chair that groaned under his weight but didn’t offer any information, so I filled the silence. “Is there something wrong with your phone that you need a burner?”

“My assistant has access to all my shit, so I want to be cautious until I have answers.”

“I see. Well, why don’t you tell me a little bit about that handful of people so I can have a jumping-off point to start.”

Tate leaned back and crossed his beefy arms, then gave me a rundown on the team of people who ran his life. He had an assistant, an agent, a publicist, a lawyer, and an accountant. There was a woman who ran his foundation and her assistant as well, and I jotted down notes on my tablet while he spoke.

“Okay, I’ve got what I need for now, but I’ll take a look at the hard drive and let you know if I have questions.”

“I’ve got a game tonight and need to get to the stadium so I’ll be unreachable for a while.”

“Oh, okay. I’ll be in touch in the next day or so.”

He gave a curt nod. “I should get your number before I go since Brody said you’re the point of contact.” His fingers were so big they fumbled with the keys, and I bit my lip at the hilarity.

“Let me.” I leaned across the table and held my hand out.

Tate lifted his head and did a double take before he gave me the phone. I realized my boobs were practically hanging out with the way I was leaning over, so I quickly plopped back into my seat as I added my number. “I can’t carry that around with me out in the open, but I’ll check it as much as I can.”

“That should work, but if there’s some kind of emergency, I’ll figure out how to get ahold of you discreetly.” I slid the phone across the table, keeping my butt in the seat this time.

“I can’t have anyone knowing I’m looking into this. I don’t need another headline, but I also don’t want to give whoever it is time to cover their tracks.” I almost felt bad for the guy that he barely had any privacy and couldn’t trust the people around him.

“Don’t worry about it. I know how to keep things quiet.”

He sighed. “Brody trusts you, and I trust him, so I don’t have a choice but to have faith in you. I’ve gotta keep my head in the game, so I don’t have time to worry about anything else at the moment.”

“You don’t have to do anything other than drink those protein shakes and play catch. I’ve got this taken care of.”

“You think all I do is drink protein shakes and play catch?”

I felt my neck get hot at the low timbre in his voice. “No. I mean, not all that you do. I was just being sarcastic; I do that a lot. Sorry, that was uncalled for.”

His lips tilted up on the side, but his face was still stone. “I need to go to work.”

“Yeah, okay. I’ll walk you out.”

I grabbed my tablet, and he opened the door for me, where I then led him down the hallway and through the rear staircase. He walked next to me, and I’d never felt smaller in my life. I was a petite woman to begin with, and I worked in a male-dominated industry, so I was surrounded by alpha men all day long, but Tate was different.

He was really freaking tall and super muscular, but in a different way than I was used to. His gait was oddly sexy and fluid, and he smelled like a man who knew he was desirable to the entirety of the female species.

We got to the exit, and he reached past me to open the door, his long fingers wrapping around the handle. I spotted the huge lifted, blacked-out truck and just knew it was his. After we said goodbye and I wished him luck on the game, I stayed inside behind the tinted glass and watched as he climbed up into his truck and drove away.

The first thing I did when I got back to my office was a quick search about his marriage. His ex-wife was beautiful, but that wasn’t a surprise. A man like him was supposed to be with a tall, skinny blonde with big boobs who could be mistaken for a model. I read a few articles and didn’t learn anything other than what he’d told me, so I decided to go back to that at another time.

I then plugged in the hard drive and got to work on my actual assignment. I jotted notes down on my tablet with my electronic pencil because as much as I loved technology, I remembered things better when I wrote them down, so this was the best of both worlds.

Tate was a busy man with a hectic schedule and a lot of responsibility. Aside from his foundation, he has brand partnerships and sponsored a Little League program, on top of his day job, which I learned was busy enough with the care that went into making sure he was healthy.

I had made a lot of progress, but when an alert went off on my phone, I shut everything down to head home. If I didn’t have a reminder of the time, I tended to work way too much, so I had to set an alarm for myself. I went home to my quaint little house and grabbed a meal out of the freezer—mac and cheese tonight—and popped it into the microwave while I changed out of my uniform of a button-down blouse, jeans, and heels.

My cat, Theodore, a lazy, fat, tan-colored tabby who I found on my porch the night I moved in, purred and rubbed against me, waiting impatiently for his food.

I slid on a pair of shorts and a thermal shirt, then shoved my feet inside a pair of fuzzy slippers. I fed Theodore and ate my supper as I watched the ten o’clock news. I usually shut it off before the sports segment, but I kept it on tonight, and I was glad I did.

“News One caught up with Tyler Tate this warm Monday evening, and this is what he had to say.” The reporter standing outside the stadium disappeared and the screen filled with Tate, sparkling skin, wet hair. “Tate, tough loss tonight. This was Bland’s second missed field goal of the season. What are your thoughts on that?”

Tate didn’t even look up at the camera when he spoke. “I think we win as a team, and we lose as a team. Everyone could have done better out there tonight, including me.”

“But you had a phenomenal game tonight, with two running touchdowns and that Hail Mary with three seconds left, a field goal would have won the game and—”

When Tate finally raised his head from digging around in a duffel bag, his eyes were cold. They were still ice blue, but there was an arctic chill to them that made me suck in a breath. “Everyone could have done better out there tonight, including me.”

He made it clear he was done with the questions when he slammed his locker shut and walked away, shouldering his way through the throngs of reporters with microphones and recorders shoved in his face. I would hate all that attention on me, too.

Just then my phone rang, and even though the same call came every night, at the same time, it still startled me. “Hi, Mom.”

“Hi, darling. How was your day?”

I shut the TV off and went to the kitchen to pour myself a glass of wine. “It was good. How was yours?”

“Same as yesterday. Anything exciting happen at work?”

I plucked a blanket off the back of the couch and went to the porch, where I settled into the Adirondack chair. Theodore jumped into my lap, and I took a sip of my wine before setting the glass on the ground and petting him. “I got a new case with a really cute client.”

We chatted for half an hour, talking about mundane things. Since both of our lives were predictable and boring, it was the same stuff every day. I loved my mom, and even though she lived less than an hour away, I missed her and I know she missed me, too. She waited until I got inside and locked the sliding door before we hung up, and then I crawled into bed with Theodore at my feet.


CHAPTER 2

Tate

 

Cold water pelted my back, and I kept my head hung while the disgust slowly washed off me. I hadn’t lost two games in a row since my rookie season, and it made me sick that it happened at the height of my career.

Or maybe this wasn’t the height of it. Maybe this was the downfall, and I was too egotistical to see it. Either way, it didn’t matter. I couldn’t brood over it. Today was a new day, Sunday was five days away and would be another new game, that was what I needed to focus on.

That was all I could allow myself to focus on even though my mind kept wandering to the fact that someone I was supposed to trust was stealing from me, from the kids who needed that money. I didn’t want to believe it when I first saw the discrepancies, but after three months of it staring me in the face, I could no longer deny it.

I also couldn’t deny the woman working on figuring out who was betraying me sparked a flame inside me that hadn’t flickered in months. My cold-hearted chest hadn’t been warm for a good long while, and the feeling seemed almost foreign. Women, even professionals, usually did one of three things when they met me; they threw themselves at me, they tried to get in my pants by talking football, or they played hard to get to try to get me to chase them.

Tally did none of them. She appeared… indifferent. It was refreshing.

But she did judge me. Her demeanor changed as soon as she heard about those women and my arrest. She tried to hide it, but it was clear as day she thought I was an ass. I was all too familiar with that—the snap judgments and assumptions that I was a cheating bastard with an alcohol problem—but it hit different with her for some reason.

I ignored the ringing of my phone from the other room, but when it went off again, I figured it was important, so I got out of the shower and wrapped a towel around my waist. The ringing started for a third time, and when I saw who it was, I couldn’t contain my irritated sigh. “Steven,” I answered and hit the speakerphone button as I walked across the room and grabbed a pair of underwear.

“What did I tell you?”

“You’re my publicist, Steve. You tell me a lot of things.”

“Right. And as your publicist, one of those things I’ve repeatedly told you was don’t be a dick to the reporters.”

I pulled on a pair of sweats and grabbed a T-shirt. “I wasn’t a dick.”

“You were, and you know it. You didn’t like the question, so you—”

“It was a stupid question.”

“They all are!” I couldn’t see him, but I knew he was pinching the bridge of his nose. “They’re all stupid questions, but it’s your job to answer them.”

I grabbed a pair of socks and then took the call off speaker, put my phone to my ear, and went downstairs. “My job is to play football.”

“A part of that job is to answer stupid questions from reporters who are just doing their job.”

“Well, maybe they should be better at it and not ask dumb shit.”

“You’ve worked too hard to get your image back to have your name smeared again because you snap at reporters, Tate.”

When I got to the kitchen, I slid my socks on. “I don’t care about my image. I care about my game.”

“If you didn’t care about your image, you wouldn’t have cleaned up your act after the arrest.”

“I was pissed, Steve. My wife left me because she thought I’d fucked around on her without even talking to me first. You know that.”

“Tate, I’m on your side. I always have been. But after your divorce, you got arrested for drunk driving and you did actually fuck around… a lot. Let’s not forget a married woman accused you of being the father of her child.”

Sighing, I leaned on the counter and dropped my head. He didn’t know the truth, nobody did, and I wished I could have told him because it would have been nice for him to understand what I was really going through. “I wasn’t that baby’s father, and I never even put the keys in the ignition. But obviously, after all that, I decided to get my shit straight and keep my dick in my pants. I didn’t do or not do anything for my so-called image.”

“Keep telling yourself that, but we both know you kept your dick in your pants because of the pregnancy scare.”

He wasn’t wrong about that. I was faithful to my wife, but after the divorce, I went off the deep end until I was accused of getting one of them pregnant, which turned out to be nothing but a money grab. “That’s enough to make any man rein it in for a while.”

He chuckled. “True enough. It also helps that the team formally warned you that you’d be suspended for any more disparaging headlines. So regardless of why you’ve made progress, I don’t want you to lose it. Stick to the rules, no—”

“No temper, no talking, no temptations.” In other words, keep my mouth shut unless I’m answering a question, and no women or alcohol.

“Right.”

“I’ll do better next time I’m asked stupid-ass questions.”

He breathed a sigh of relief. “That’s all I ask. Just stick to the plan, and by the time this season is over, nobody will remember anything. Speaking of the plan, don’t forget the charity dinner next weekend. And please reconsider bringing your mother as your date.”

My throat got dry. “That’s not happening.”

“She’d have fun, Tate. And it looks really good to the public to show you as a family man instead of showing up solo.”

“I’m going alone. My mother isn’t going, so don’t ask me again.”

“Fine.” He gave up because he knew me well enough to know he wouldn’t win. “I’ll be in touch.”

I hung up and cracked my neck as anger flowed through my blood, but when I felt sharp nails scratching my leg, I was distracted enough to smile down at my little dog. “Hey, Eleanor. Hi, sweet girl.” I squatted and patted her head, and when she plopped onto her back, I rubbed her tummy.

A quick glance at the clock told me I needed to get a move on, so I grabbed a prepped breakfast from the fridge and sat at the island to eat. Eleanor was at my feet, waiting for scraps. I tossed her a blueberry, and when I was done with my oatmeal, I put the bowl on the floor for her to lick it clean.

She had a doggy door that led to an enclosed porch with patches of grass for her to relieve herself, so I didn’t need to worry about letting her out before I left.

Since it was the day after a game, today was just watching tape and a nonmandatory workout I planned to attend. My body was my job, and I couldn’t take a day off, so I grabbed my duffel and headed to work.

After passing through security, I parked as close to the door in the back as I could, then headed inside to the room that looked like a small movie theater. My teammates and coaches were already there, and after some small talk, the lights dimmed, and the film rolled.

I was critical of every play I made and took mental notes on ways I could improve. As soon as the lights turned back on, Coach went over his notes, and we then went our separate ways.

Some players always rested the day after a game, and some had massages, but I always worked out, even if I was sore. Being tackled by three-hundred-pound men took its toll, so I’m sure my body would have appreciated a rest, but it would get that when I retired. After a warm-up on the treadmill, I hit the weights and had just sat at the end of the bench to do some bicep curls when I looked over to see Bland at one of the punching bags, pounding it aggressively.

I’d been in the league a while now, and it wasn’t unusual to see someone taking their anger out on a bag, but his terrible form worried me. If he hurt himself, he’d feel like shit even more than he already did, so after I did three sets of ten on each arm, I put my weight back on the rack and walked over to him. “Stop.”

He stiffened and turned around. “Tate, hey. I was just—”

“You were just about to break your wrist.”

“I’m just letting off some steam.”

“I get it. But do it smart, yeah? Don’t beat the piss out of a bag without using proper form. And learn to let shit go.”

He avoided my eyes. “I fucked up. I don’t know if it was the pressure or what, but I… I lost the game for us, and I don’t think I can just let that go.”

“It wasn’t your fault we lost, but you have to let it go because if you don’t, then you’re gonna be in your head, and you’ll miss the next one, and the one after that. You’ve gotta figure out a way to release the guilt. Find what works for you.”

“What do you do?”

“Yoga.”

He balked. “Yoga?”

“Don’t laugh, kid.”

“I’m not. I just… I don’t see how that can help.”

“It clears your mind, recenters you. Try it. If it doesn’t work for you, then figure something else out, but no matter what you do, you’ve gotta find a way to let it go.”

He nodded. “Thanks.”

I patted him on the back and then headed to the showers. I remembered being fresh in the league. You come in thinking because you played college ball it was going to be the same, but that first season is rough. The nerves get the better of you, and you start to get imposter syndrome. I’d experienced it myself, but I’d also seen it more times than I could count. And me being the quarterback meant I was also the team’s leader. It was my job to try to stop issues before they became problems.

After a quick shower, I went straight home and emptied out my bag, forgetting I had that burner phone still in there from yesterday. To my surprise, a message was waiting for me when I opened it. She’d sent it early this morning.

Tally: Just to confirm, why does your assistant have access to your texts and emails?

Me: Easier for me.

Before I could even set it down, another message came through.

Tally: Okie dokie. Next question, does he have access to every one of your bank accounts as well?

Me: What do you meat?

Tally: Well… typically, I steer away from red meat and stick to mostly chicken, but I do like a good pork chop every now and then.

I stared at the reply with confusion.

Me: What?

Tally: Reread your message.

I scrolled up and read what I’d typed.

Me: You know what I meant. But rad meat is good for you so you should make sure to include it in your diet.

Tally: Rad meat? Is that a new age tofu-type thing?

I hated this texting shit, so I just pressed the button to call her. “Hey.” She answered with a laugh.

“My fingers are too big to type on this stupid thing. What do you want to know about Levi?” I asked harsher than I intended.

She swallowed loudly. “I’m just looking through a bunch of these statements and noticed that for about a year and a half, you’ve been transferring a large sum of money every month to an account in your father’s name that is then physically withdrawn.”

“How the hell did you find out I did that?”

“I’m good at what I do, Tate.”

Damn, I was hoping she wouldn’t have found that. “It’s personal.”

“Okay, but wh—”

“Leave it at that, all right? It’s my money. And no, Levi doesn’t have access to all my bank accounts. Just the charity account. I’m not an idiot.”

“I know that, Tyler. I never said you were.” She spoke slowly and calmly. “But I need to know who it’s going to so I can rule things out. Things that might not seem like a big deal can be the most important, but I can’t know for sure one way or the other unless you tell me everything.” I really didn’t want to tell her. “I’m not here to judge you or your father. I just need to know.”

Fuck, but I had to. “My mom’s not well. She’s struggled with her mental health for her whole life. It got to the point where she had become a danger to herself and others. We’d tried everything, but it was better and safer for her to be in a facility. She’s now at a place where she gets round-the-clock, top-of-the-line care. Dad pays them in cash, and I visit her every month. Aside from my family, nobody else in my life knows, and I want it to stay that way to protect her dignity and privacy.”

“Okay, that’s all I needed to know. And Tyler?”

“What?”

I heard a swish of air like she released a breath. “I’m sorry about your mom. That has to be tough… to have a parent struggling and not be able to help. I can’t imagine how hard it is, but for what it’s worth, I think you’re a great son because you’re doing what’s best for her.”

Why did that make me feel so fucking good? Like a boulder lifted off my chest, and I could breathe with the knowledge that I was understood. “Thanks, it’s actually pretty fuckin’ hard. And she’s why I keep everything so private now. I don’t want any attention on me because I know what some of these reporters will resort to for a story, and if someone ever uses her for a headline… it won’t end well.”

“I get it, and I understand. I promise I’ll keep what you just told me between us, no matter what, okay?”

“Yeah, okay, thanks.” I cleared my throat. “Why are you asking about Levi? Do you think it’s him?”

“I don’t think anything yet. I’m still gathering data and building the case. I should be done by tomorrow, probably tonight, though.”

My head jerked. “Already?”

“I told you I’m good at what I do.”

Her confidence was actually really sexy. “You’re humble, too.”

“Like you can talk.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Let’s just say you don’t hold back in interviews.”

“I thought you didn’t follow sports?”

She hummed. “I don’t. But for the sake of your case, I had to do some research.”

I’d done a lot of interviews in my time, but I had a feeling she was specifically referring to the one when I went a little overboard and acted extremely arrogant. “I’d just won the championship,” I defended myself. “I was young.”

“It was only five years ago,” she replied with humor.

“People can change a lot in that time.”

“I know, I know. I’m just giving you a hard time. I’d imagine you’d have to have a certain level of… cockiness to do what you do, which isn’t necessarily a bad thing.”

I was relieved she thought that. For some reason, I didn’t want her to think
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