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      Complicated and brooding never looked so tempting…

      

      FBI field agent and hacker Audrey Benson vows never to be like her father. But when the Feds charge her brother with a crime she believes he was coerced into, Audrey breaks her word.

      

      Guilt-ridden over the line she’s crossed, Audrey arrives in the small town of Cedar Falls, determined to find the answers that will clear her brother of the charges and get her job back.

      

      She gets more than she bargained for when she runs into the town’s homegrown star quarterback during a less-than-friendly first meeting.

      

      She’s not into complicated and disgruntled. He steers clear of perplexing and secretive. But they can’t deny their instant attraction.

      

      Audrey’s search for answers brings them closer, but will secrets from her past drive them apart?

    

  


  
    
      
        
        “Only from the heart can you touch the sky.”

        ~Rumi
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          AUDREY

        

      

    

    
      “You’re all dressed down today, Audrey. You have the day off?”

      “I have a date.” I get on my haunches and hand Frank a cup of coffee.

      He’s been a mainstay at this spot next to the jail’s doors for the past few months.

      “A date from in there,” he points his thumb over his shoulder, “is asking for trouble.”

      “Don’t I know it.”

      He chuckles and takes the cup from me.

      The wind picks up, whipping strands of hair into my face. I swipe them away. Frank folds in on himself, shielding his body from the frigid January blast.

      He’s sitting on the cement pad with his long legs stretched out and his only possession, a backpack, tucked beneath his arm. A brown beanie covers his dirty blond hair, and he wears a Sherpa jacket. He needs more layers. Or to get out of the elements.

      “My offer still stands. My friend can set you up with a place to stay, rent free, no questions asked.”

      After his assault at the men’s shelter, Frank refuses to stay there.

      I extend Big Blue’s card to him.

      “If you can’t get to a phone, have one of the guards contact me.”

      Rather than shoving my hand aside like he normally does—Frank has a lot of pride—he surprises me by taking the card.

      “You have heart. Not many people do. I’m one of them. I broke my fair share of hearts.”

      Not true. He loaned me money when I came up short paying for lunch for a work meeting. Frank was in line behind me. The line at the food truck had stretched around the corner. Afterward, he helped carry the to-go boxes back to the office. That was how our friendship began.

      He stares at the card, shoulders hunched. I didn’t miss the catch in his voice.

      “We all make mistakes. Whoever you hurt will forgive you.” My heart aches for him.

      “My mistakes are too far gone to be forgiven.” His voice is soft, laced with remorse. He slips the card into his jacket pocket. “Thank you, Audrey.”

      He takes a sip of his coffee, then another. The silence is thick. I get the hint. He’s done speaking with me.

      Lately, he’s been keeping our interactions brief. I understand why. He doesn’t want to care. Caring for someone leaves him vulnerable to being hurt or hurting them. I understand that mindset, too.

      “I should get going. Take care, Frank.” I get off my haunches.

      He raises his coffee cup. “I’ll always remember your kindness. Goodbye, Audrey.”

      Making a mental note to ask Big Blue to bring Frank hot soup later, I head into the city jail. I hope my brother never ends up in Frank’s predicament, homeless and addicted to drugs. I’m crossing my fingers that Frank takes me up on the offer. This winter has been brutal.

      “Audrey, how’s it going?”

      “I could be better.” I show the officer manning the metal detectors my security clearance.

      “I hear you. Sorry about your troubles.”

      “Is family ever trouble?” Once the words are out, I realize that yes, family can be one hot mess.

      He smiles and waves me through.

      “Thanks, Ryan.”

      Inside the visitation room, I head for the last three cubicles. My brother is seated between two empty cubicles. I sigh with relief. The guards honored my last-minute request for privacy.

      I grab a seat and the phone. “How are you?”

      “How do you think?”

      J.D. has a death grip on the phone, hunched over with elbows dead-set on the table.

      “I know, stupid question. I’m sorry.” I set my palm against the glass, wishing I could gather him in my arms and reassure him that everything will be all right.

      But how can he be when he’s in jail for robbery and for aggravated assault?

      “I don’t have much time.” I have an hour to pack my things at the office. Otherwise, security will escort me from the building, a humiliation I would like to avoid at all costs.

      “Then why are you here?” He smacks his palm on the glass.

      The guard behind him steps forward. I make eye contact and shake my head. He steps back.

      “Why torture me with false hope?” J.D.’s fingers fan over mine.

      I inhale a shaky breath.

      J.D. hates me.

      He loves me.

      I dare give him hope he doesn’t believe he deserves. But blood is blood, and I won’t abandon my brother no matter how deep in shit he stands.

      “The robbery wasn’t about money.” I lower my voice. “You did it for a girl.”

      His eyes widen. Good. He realizes I’m onto him. I pull a sheet of paper from my bag and press it against the glass.

      “She must mean something if she’s wearing Grandma’s ring.”

      Our grandmother’s ring hangs from a necklace worn by a young woman. She’s my height, thin, with long chestnut hair, a narrow face, and the brightest blue eyes.

      “Why give her a ring meant for your future wife?”

      J.D. stares at the picture, craning his neck from side-to-side, giving me a view of his tattoo, a fiery red-and-orange dragon. The body and tail disappear beneath the collar of his jumpsuit.

      “Where did you get that?” he finally says.

      “On a disc taped to the back of a frame. Should I tell you what picture was in the frame?”

      A fleeting smile crosses his face, and his hazel eyes soften before he puts up his guard again. J.D. remembers and cherishes our time as a happy family, too, before our lives went to shit. My chest tightens. Those happy times are long gone.

      “You had no right, Audrey.”

      “I have every right. I won’t let you do hard time for a crime you’re not responsible for.”

      In the seriousness of the situation, he has the nerve to laugh. The sparkle in his eyes takes me back to simpler days spent baking cookies or being chased by goats on our grandparents’ farm.

      “Always the overprotective older sister. Seriously, how the hell did you get into my apartment? The Feds have got to be swarming the place.”

      “I have my ways.”

      J.D. doesn’t know I work for the Feds. None of my family does. For a good reason.

      I tip my head at the paper I’m holding against the glass. “Help your sis out. Who is she?”

      The sparkle in his eyes fades. He clenches his jaw and locks his gaze on mine. Okay, I’m game for a stare-down. I stuff the paper into my bag, tuck my leg under me, and scoot closer to the glass.

      He glares.

      I stare without blinking. “Great job.”

      He blinks. “What for?”

      J.D. is horrible at the stare-down game. “For destroying the hard drive and your laptop.”

      “Yeah,” he says with pride in his voice. “Dad’s first rule is to never leave behind evidence.”

      Unless it’s on purpose. I understood that rule well growing up. Too bad Dad forgot his golden rule when he left a stash of women’s thong underwear in the glove compartment of his truck. Mom tossed the stash into the backyard pit and set it on fire.

      “How come you forgot the disc?”

      J.D. doesn’t break eye contact or answer me. I’ve seen the worst and the best in people. My brother is no angel, but he has a good heart. I can guess why he didn’t destroy the disc of memories.

      “You look happy in those pictures, J.D. Your Josie is beautiful.”

      I exhale a heavy breath, hoping I can find her. I’m certain she has the answers for why J.D. robbed a bank.

      “I came by to show you the picture and also to say goodbye.”

      “What?” He sticks his face up to the glass. “Where are you going? You can’t leave. I need you.”

      My throat tightens. I don’t tell him he’s the reason I’m making the long drive to another state. Why worry him further?

      “The trial’s in two weeks.”

      Two weeks to find a missing woman based on one ping from a cell tower in the middle of nowhere.

      “I’ll be back in time.” I grab another piece of paper from my bag.

      This one I’ve marked with a black X, a reminder to play this card last.

      “I found this picture in the cloud. Who is the guy with his arm around your girlfriend?”

      I hold the paper with the photo printed on it at his eye level. His body goes still, but different emotions flicker across his handsome face—anger, fear, worry.

      He looks down at his fist, then glances up with a murderous glare. “I changed my mind. I don’t need your help. You’ve hurt enough for me.”

      His desperate, accusatory words rip my insides to pieces. “You’re wrong. I haven’t hurt enough. I should have been there to protect you. Instead, I let a messed-up world have at you.”

      The bullying. My parents’ fights. J.D.’s sense of obligation to live up to my father’s idea of what a real man should be. My crazy cousins’ criminal influence.

      “Choices I made. Please, Audrey, leave things be.” His voice shakes, and the rage in his eyes fades.

      Had I been around instead of chasing my dreams, J.D. wouldn’t be in this mess. “I made a promise to take care of our family. I won’t break it.”

      “Even for your own safety?”

      “Yes.”

      “Even though my fuck-up is mine to own up to?”

      “Yes,” I say with conviction.

      I’ll keep my promise to my grandfather. Love the family and protect one another. But love and stick up for my father?

      No way in hell.
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          AUDREY

        

      

    

    
      My cell phone buzzes in the darkness. I open my eyes and take a few seconds to adjust to my surroundings. Unfamiliar room, nothing new there. I glance at the clock on the nightstand and reach for my cell.

      A call at one in the morning isn’t new either, but after my boss fired me, a call at this hour now counts as “unusual.”

      “Hello?”

      “Audrey?”

      I recognize the voice. It’s Officer Ryan Kurt. My heart drops to my stomach. “My brother⁠—”

      “It’s not your brother, Audrey, it’s Frank.”

      Frank? “Is he in trouble? Do I need to meet you at the jail?” The drive from Idaho to Seattle will take me more than a few hours.

      “That’s unnecessary. I’m sorry, Audrey. Frank is dead. He overdosed.”

      “I—” I bite down on my knuckles. “Thanks for the call. I appreciate it. Let me know what you need from me. I’d like to make sure he gets a proper burial.”

      “Of course.”

      The line goes dead.

      How did life go to shit so fast and furious?
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      I’ve been on the road for hours now. Tired of the looping thoughts about how I could have done more to help Frank, I play one of my favorite audiobooks, Stay.

      Anything to kill time.

      The female narrator’s voice fills the cab of my pickup truck.

      Thick fingers sweep aside loose strands of hair off my neck, and I tip my head to the side. His warm mouth skims over my skin. Where he kisses, I burn with need.

      “Brooks.”

      “Invite me in, Violet.” His voice is low and husky.

      “We don’t know one another.” Seriously, Vy? You want danger and spontaneity, then shoot him down before he circles first base?

      “We do, sweetheart. Invite me in. Otherwise, I can’t stay.”

      I grip the steering wheel and lean forward. “Yes, invite him in. He’s no stranger to you.”

      Good God, I’m speaking to fictional characters. I turn up the volume.

      My legs are unsteady as he nips and sucks on my earlobe. Invite me in. “Are you a vampire?” I ask breathless.

      His mouth curves against my skin. “Those are the rules.”

      I slump in my seat and sigh, wishing I had a hot-as-sin guy nipping and sucking on my earlobe until I’m left gasping for air. Until then, I’ll take my flushed skin and all-over-body tingles.

      Wait, a minute.

      I straighten. Damn it, I have a bad case of what my friend, Stella, calls an overindulgence in audio stimulation. I turn down the heat and shut off the audiobook.

      Craving an escape a steamy book can’t satisfy, I pull into the parking lot of a feed store and park near the front entrance. The feed store is rectangular and painted clay red. The finish is lifeless. A fresh coat of paint on the wood exterior could give this place much-needed eye-popping attention, but I doubt anyone out here cares.

      Cedar Falls Feed and Pet Supplies. I shake my head. Whoever named the store decided to throw originality out the door.

      I shimmy out of my pickup truck and, studying my surroundings, stretch my arms toward the cloudless sky and shake my hips from side-to-side. The land is flat as far as I can see, and the winter air is so crisp I can taste the coolness when I smile.

      Wow.

      What a difference from the gridlock of cars and people in the city where I live and work. I tip back my head and take a deeper breath.

      I’m free from stop-and-go traffic, the grind of city living, and the sexy-as-sin guy who’s staring at me from his jacked-up black pickup truck.

      What the?

      My smile slips. I shoot the guy a sideways glance. His cowboy hat is pushed high on his forehead, giving me a decent view of his face. The stranger’s face is an artist’s dream of chiseled angles and smooth lines. Dark stubble shadows his chin and jawline, like an angel’s wings above his full lips.

      Awareness grips me low in the belly, and I step back. Oh, hell, no. I haven’t felt this instant, hot attraction since my junior year of college.

      He grasps the brim of his hat and acknowledges me with a nod, his eyes never leaving mine. I’d say he’s flirting, except the glare on his face says otherwise.

      I tip my chin and let my arms rest at my sides. I must look ridiculous, staring back at him with my fingers pointed at the sky.

      Ignoring his glower, I get in another feel-good shake. My stiff muscles loosen. I risk another glance at the cowboy. His glower deepens. I tilt my chin higher and walk into the feed store.

      Hasn’t anyone told the brooding cowboy that staring is rude?

      First order of business is the small freezer near the cash register.

      There isn’t a wide selection of frozen sweets, but I find what I’m hankering for. I snag a pint of my two favorite guys, Ben and Jerry, before heading to the drink section. I cruise the aisle and realize I won’t be picking up my next favorite guy, Jack Daniels, here.

      Settling for a threesome, I set the six-pack of Corona and the pint of B&J on the counter. The old man checks out my finds, then focuses on my face. I don’t miss the skepticism on his face.

      “Your I.D., Miss.”

      Behind me, the door creaks. Freezing air smacks me in the back. The old man nods toward the area above my shoulder.

      “Walker.”

      “Stan.”

      I groan under my breath, recognizing Walker Storm’s voice from watching too many of his player interviews. Listening to him talk had warmed me from the inside out, like downing a shot of cinnamon-spiced Jack Daniels. Hearing him in person is different. I’d like to take shots off his body just to hear his sexy voice.

      Wow, is it getting hot in here?

      Determined not to let the football god’s nearness affect me, I hand over my driver’s license, but bristle at what I do next. I give myself a discreet once-over. I’m put together in an oversized black hoodie, faded jeans, and worn boots scuffed at the toes. Nothing lame or…attractive.

      “Audrey. Unusual name for a woman your age.”

      Stan’s eyes crinkle at the corners. There’s no harm in telling the nice man the story behind my name. At his age, he’ll know who I’m talking about. “My mom named me after Audrey Hepburn. She’s a fan of Ms. Hepburn’s movies.”

      Stan brings my driver’s license closer to his face. “Has anyone told you that you look like her?”

      My mom. God, my father is an ass for cheating on her.

      I hand Stan a twenty-dollar bill. “Dark hair and big eyes do not put me in the same league as Ms. Hepburn.”

      “If you say so.” He hands me back my license and my change. “Your I.D. says your eyes are brown. They look more brown-green.”

      Not a uniform hazel like my brother’s, but brown with flecks of green. Lucky me, I have my cheating, lying, drug- and alcohol-addicted father’s eye color.

      I grab the paper bag off the counter. Why doesn’t Dad get the hint that I’m not interested in talking to him, no matter how many times he calls or texts?

      “Spoons are in the back by the condiments.”

      “How did you⁠—”

      Stan clears his throat. “You stared at the ice cream like you were ready to⁠—”

      I hold up my hand. Walker Storm, star quarterback and Mr. Sexy Cowboy, doesn’t need to know how well I get along with ice cream. I head for the back. “Thank you,” I say over my shoulder.

      “Sure, but save the buzz for when you’re off the road. I don’t need a damn crash near my store, you hear?”

      I face Stan and, smiling, curtsy. “Because I like you, I will.”

      Unable to suppress my curiosity, I shift my attention to the football god. I want to kick myself for letting it override my annoyance—why the hell was he glowering at me in the parking lot?—but never in a million years will I stand in the presence of a celebrity.

      Walker’s player profile lists him at six-foot-two. The men I know who are the same height or taller don’t take up space like Walker does. His mere presence electrifies the air. My skin tingles. Heat creeps up my neck and face. Butterflies collide in my belly.

      I should look away.

      I shouldn’t stare.

      But he’s captivating in this untouchable way.

      I shamelessly check him out, letting my gaze run from the top of his cowboy hat to his boots.

      Walker is downright delectable, with a light sprinkling of beard on his chiseled face. No wonder I didn’t recognize him sitting in his truck. In his football pictures, he was clean-shaven and smiling.

      He wears a thick flannel jacket over a button-up navy blue shirt tucked into loose, dark denim. A wide belt the color of hard caramel and a shiny buckle made of polished nickel finish the smoking-hot cowboy look.

      Eyeing him, I have this crazy compulsion to knock off his cowboy hat, bury my fingers in his dark hair, and yank him down for an unforgettable kiss as we make love beneath a full moon and a sky dotted with stars.

      This is just a fantasy.

      A football god and a self-proclaimed geek have nothing in common.

      Someone clears his throat.

      I blink.

      Stan winks and grins. Stan’s smile of kindness and encouragement reminds me of my grandfather’s smile before he died.

      My world shifts from annoying insta-lust to outright depressing thoughts—my brother’s mess, Frank’s overdose, my father… I grab the spoon and rush out of the store.

      Walker’s intense gaze follows me.

      I’m here to chase down a lead, not to create new messes by having a fling with someone I can’t have in my life.

      Not that he’s interested.
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      “You’re not selling alcohol to minors, are you, Stan?”

      “She’s twenty-five.” Stan hands me my change. “All you have to do is ask. Being interested in a woman isn’t a crime.”

      “I’m interested, but not in her,” I clarify.

      She has enough attitude and angst to fill a water tower. Attitude, I like. Angst? No go.

      “Nice and down-to-earth isn’t for you?”

      “How can you know after only five minutes of talking with her?”

      “I’ve lived a long time.”

      I haven’t lived as long as Stan, but at one point I considered myself an expert at reading people. Until one woman with a shit ton of secrets proved me wrong.

      “I’m sorry.” I didn’t mean to offend the old bugger. “But like I said, I’m not interested.”

      Stan opens his mouth. I shake my head.

      “I’m not here to start anything with anyone.”

      “You’re here for a break, to think over your career. Irma told me.”

      Grandma Irma tells Stan too much. “Yeah, sure.”

      “Speculation is you’re ready to retire and do something else.”

      Is it speculation when I can taste the bitter end of my football career?

      “The higher-ups expect me to retire,” I offer, though I don’t need to. “I’m past the average age for a quarterback.” Twenty-eight. I’m thirty-two. “And my throwing arm isn’t what it used to be.” Another excuse. “It’s time I do something different with my
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