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

      

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

      

      She gets more than she bargains for when she runs into the town’s homegrown star quarterback in 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 bring them closer but will secrets from her past drive them apart?
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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 of 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 and whips strands of hair in my face. I swipe at them. Frank folds into 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 belonging, a backpack, tucked beneath his arm. A brown beanie covers his dirty blond hair and he has on 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 and takes 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, his shoulders hunched over. 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, remorseful. He slips the card in his jacket pocket. “Thank you, Audrey.”

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

      Lately, he’s been keeping our interactions short. I understand the reason. He doesn’t want to care. Caring for someone puts him at risk of getting hurt. Or of him 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 a favor from Big Blue to later bring Frank hot soup, I head inside the city jail. I hope my brother never finds himself in Frank’s predicament, without a home and addicted to drugs. I’m crossing my fingers 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, Kurt.”

      Inside the visitation room, I head for the last three cubicles. My brother is seated between two empty cubes. I sigh with relief. The guards received my short-notice 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, and he’s hunched over with his elbows dead-set on the table, drawing my attention to his extensive and intricate sleeve tattoos. His posturing reminds me of watching footage on booby traps. They’re not a danger until they’re sprung. My brother is a six-foot-three booby trap waiting for someone to trip him.

      Lucky me.

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

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

      “I don’t have much time.” I have an hour to pack my things back 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 piece of paper from my bag and place it against the glass.

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

      Our grandmother’s ring is hanging from a necklace worn by a young woman. She’s my height and 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. He cranes his neck side-to-side, giving me a view of his tat, a fiery red and orange dragon. The body and tail disappears 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 had gone to shit. My chest constricts. 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 one hundred percent 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 of baking cookies or getting chased by goats on our grandparents’ farm.

      “Always the overprotective older sister. Seriously, how the hell did you get access to 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 do. 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 disappears. He clenches his jaw and locks his gaze on mine. Okay, I’m game for a stare-down. I stuff the paper in my bag, tuck my leg under my butt, and scoot close 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 inside the glove compartment of his truck. Mom tossed the stash in the backyard pit and set them 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 good in people. Though my brother is no angel, 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. She has the answers for why J.D. robbed a bank, I’m certain of it.

      “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 more?

      “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 words, desperate and accusatory, 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. somehow feeling obligated to live up to my father’s idea of what a real man should be like. My crazy cousins’ criminal influence.

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

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

      “Even for your own safety?”

      “Yes.”

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

      “Yes.”

      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 I 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 falls under “unusual.”

      “Hello?”

      “Audrey?”

      I recognize the voice. It’s Officer Ryan. 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, Kurt. 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 of how I could have done more to help Frank, I play one of my favorite audio books, 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 that happens, 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 of audio stimulation. I turn down the heat and shut off the audiobook.

      Craving an escape a steamy book can’t take care of, 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 can give this place much needed eye-popping attention, but I doubt anyone out here cares.

      Cedar Falls Feed and Pet Supplies. I can’t stop smiling. The store’s name is original. And in this small town at the easternmost part of Montana, I’ll find the answers that can help J.D. out of his mess.

      I shimmy out of my pickup truck and studying my surroundings, I stretch my arms to the cloudless sky and shake my hips side-to-side. The land is flat for 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 I live and work in. I tip back my head and inhale a bigger breath.

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

      What the⁠—?

      My smile slips. I shoot the guy a sideways checking out. 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 shadow his chin and jawline and above his full lips, like an angel’s wings.

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

      He grasps the rim 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 bring my arms to rest at my sides. I must come across as 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 chance another glance at the cowboy. His glower deepens. I tip my chin higher and walk inside the feedstore.

      No one’s told this brooding cowboy it’s rude to stare.

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

      There isn’t a broad choice of frozen sweets, but I find what I’m hankering for. I snag a pint of my two favorite guys, Ben and Jerry, before hitting 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 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.

      “Your I.D., Miss.”

      Behind me, the door creaks. Freezing air smacks me full on my back. The old man nods in the direction 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 spice 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 to not 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 over-sized black hoodie, faded jeans, and worn boots scuffed on 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 speaking of. “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 you look like her?”

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

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

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

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

      I grab the paper bag off the counter. Why doesn’t Dad get the hint I’m not interested in speaking with him no matter how many times he calls and messages?

      “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 ice cream and I get along. I head for the back. “Thank you,” I say over my shoulder.

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

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

      Unable to hold back my curiosity, I shift my attention to the football god. I want to kick myself for letting my curiosity 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 that 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 low in my belly.

      I should look away.

      I shouldn’t stare.

      But he’s captivating in this untouchable manner.

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

      Walker is downright delectable with the light sprinkling of a 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 has on a thick flannel jacket over a button-upped navy blue shirt tucked into loose, dark denim. A wide belt the color of hard caramel, and a shiny buckle made of polished nickel, finishes the smoking hot cowboy look.

      Eyeing him, I have this crazy compulsion to knock off his cowboy hat, deep dive my fingers through his dark strands of 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 before he died.

      My world shifts from annoying insta-lust to downright 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 and not create new messes by having a fling with someone I can’t have in my life.

      Not that he’s interested.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            3

          

          WALKER

        

      

    

    
      “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 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 are expecting me to retire. 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 due time I do something different with my life.”

      “Like settling down and starting a family?”

      “Is Irma putting thoughts in your head again?”

      He smiles, confirming what I suspected.

      “I’ll tell her you said hi, Stan.” I grab the bag off the counter. Irma texted earlier asking me to get eggs and butter at Stan’s store.

      “Also tell her we discussed you settling down and having those great-grandbabies she’s been harping you for. I’m hoping she’ll make me apple pie for giving it to you straight.”

      I smirk. A relationship is an added complication I don’t need. Not when I’m dealing with the fallout of someone hacking my businesses’ records. Or the fact I’m at the mid-point of another crisis. What the hell do I do with the rest of my life if I can’t play ball? Football’s been my entire life.

      “You want more than apple pie, old man.” I tip my Stetson. My shoulders are heavy, weighed down by too much going on. “But yeah, sure, I’ll tell Irma you’ve been thinking of her.”

      “How’s she doing after the shit storm at the farm? You have it under control?”

      The freeloader squatting at my grandmother’s guest house refusing to leave. “Yeah, I paid her off.”

      A one-way ticket home and three months’ worth of living expenses to get her back on her feet.

      Stan shakes his head. “Kid, you might be made of money and fame, but you’re missing the point when you use money and fame to solve your problems. Talk to your grandmother. There’s a reason she’s taking in these young women.”

      Loneliness? Goodwill? I’d ask, but Irma’s not the easiest person to speak to since my parents’ deaths. She hasn’t forgiven me for bringing trouble into our lives.

      Damn it, I should have never slept with Jessie. And I damn well shouldn’t have promised her more than what I could give, a no-strings relationship. But Jessie reeled me in with her laughter, free spirit, and unpredictable ways. I didn’t realize her unpredictable was a part of her mental illness until it was too late.

      “You should ask my grandmother out more often. Maybe the two of you can do the settling.”

      “I’m not the put-down-roots type, kid.”

      “My grandmother’s worth it.” She was the center of my grandfather’s life. He died of a heart attack six years ago.

      “She is, but I don’t want to hurt her.”

      “High school was centuries ago.” I shrug. “You two were kids. Give up the ghost and go for it.”

      Stan laughs. “Thanks. Irma is lucky to have a grandson like you.”

      Not so. I let Irma and those around me down when I avoid having the tough talks. With my life a mess, I should start having them. Things might look up for the better. My mind made up, I head for the door.

      “You’re right, Stan. I’m not a damn bank. Thanks for the reminder.”

      And neither was I born yesterday.

      I can spot trouble when I see it, and the newcomer sitting in her truck epitomizes trouble.

      The spoon heavy with ice cream is mid-way to her mouth. I stare at her full, red lips. What can her mouth, her tongue do to my cock? A groan catches in my throat. I clamp my mouth shut.

      Audrey Hepburn look-alike is nothing but trouble, and I can’t risk involving myself in whatever mess is brewing in her life. I have my own mess to deal with, starting with a heartfelt talk with Irma over the farm’s fate. The farm is a money pit.

      I also can’t stomach having her continue to live far from town. Not after what happened last year. She should be around more people. Live on a smaller property with less upkeep. But how to convince her? Irma loves that farm.

      I’ve stared for too long.

      The stranger puts the spoon down, sticks out her tongue, and crosses her eyes. Her immaturity confirms my suspicion. She’s got more attitude and angst than any sane man should have to deal with.

      I tip my Stetson. Words I would say to her stack in my mind. “I was deep in thought. Staring doesn’t mean I’m interested, damn it.”

      Why make the effort to smooth over any misunderstandings? We’re strangers.

      I walk to my truck, and it’s a good thing my back is to her. My glare would melt her ice cream.

      You can melt more than her sweet treat, Storm.

      Smirking, I open the truck’s door and climb in, setting the paper bag on the seat. Not getting laid in a long time is messing with my mind and my junk if I’m having thoughts of sleeping with her. I’m not full of myself, but that small woman can’t handle nine inches of cock. Yeah, I measured. I’m a man.

      I start the engine and wait for her to leave. She hangs a right out of the parking lot. I follow close behind her. Her truck has Washington state plates, and from the looks of it, the truck’s gone through its fair share of mayhem.

      The bumper is caved as though she’d backed the truck into a pole. Dents riddled the corners of the tailgate. The right taillight doesn’t work. One of the rear tires seems off. I speed up and squint.

      No way!

      How long has she been driving on a spare?

      I roll my shoulders and work out the knots at the thought of her beater truck breaking down. Out here, it can be hours before another car drives by. And the cell signal is crap.

      Keeping a sizable distance between our trucks, I turn on the music. Garth Brooks’ “The Thunder Rolls” calms my nerves though I can’t stop thinking of her.

      With her “Born to Rule” black hoodie, her attitude, angst, and the air of mystery surrounding her, Ms. Audrey Hepburn look-alike might be trouble brewing over the horizon, but damn, she’s hot in this natural way I like.

      Behind her in line, I looked my fill.

      What would it feel like to trench my fingers deep in her thick, black strands of hair as I bring her to a climax? And her tight ass in those curve-hugging jeans… A man can cup and squeeze that ass, bringing her up and against his throbbing cock before he slides home in her tight, wet pussy.

      I shift in my seat.

      Why do I keep thinking of her? After Jessie, moody, angst, and mysterious are off limits, and for a damn good reason.

      I grip the steering wheel.

      The tough talk with my sweet grandmother will have to wait for another day. Today is the anniversary of my parents’ murders.
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      The monotone voice of my GPS lets me know I’m close to my destination. Three more miles to go. At mile post twenty-three, my steering wheel shakes, and my truck lists to the side.

      Another flat? I blow out a breath.

      There’s nothing but my headlights shining the way and the headlights from the lone driver behind me. He turned on his lights ten minutes before the sun set. Walker pre-empting a sunset annoys me.

      If he can pre-empt a sunset, why couldn’t he pre-empt the end of his career? Did everyone but him see the writing on the wall after his team’s zero to forty-two loss two games into last season?

      I coast the truck onto the side of the road and park. It’s my luck the brooding cowboy is going my way, too. He should have turned left out of the parking lot, toward his place.

      In my rearview mirror, I watch Walker park and get out of his truck.  I slide out of mine, not afraid of Walker Storm. There’s worse out there than a football god coming to my rescue.

      “You okay?”

      “I have a flat tire.”

      “It’s your spare, right?”

      “Good eye.”

      I resist the urge to smile. I haven’t forgiven him for his glower. What’s with the stick up his ass from earlier?

      “Where I’m staying is close by. I can pay you for the trouble of a ride.”

      “Ride’s free.”

      “Thanks.” I clasp my hands and rock on my heels.

      He tips his head to the side.

      “Oh, of course, you need to get by me.” I wave my hand. Groan at how dumb that must look, like I’m an airhead. But I’m dizzy from his nearness.

      Walker helps me with my suitcases. I go back for the Coronas, climb inside his truck, and make room for my down jacket next to the paper bag on the seat.

      “Name’s Audrey.” I buckle.

      “I heard.” He pulls onto the road. “What’s with the luggage?”

      Hacking. Getting caught. Fired for overstepping solid boundaries of right and wrong. I’m a horrible person.

      “You’re Walker Storm, the quarterback for the L.A. Ravens, right?” I deflect the conversation.

      “Yeah, that’s me.”

      He doesn’t spare me a sidelong glance to see whether I’m impressed or not. No surprise there. He must get asked the question all the time with as much media coverage as he’s gotten over the years.

      “Nice to meet you, Mr. Storm.”

      “You can call me Walker.”

      I heave an exaggerated breath, not looking forward to his reaction to my next words.

      “I’m glad the formalities are out of the way. It’d be awkward to address you as Mr. Storm in front of your grandmother that being your dad’s and your grandfather’s name. And you’re sharp. If you noticed I was driving on a spare, I’m sure you made the connection I’m staying at your grandmother’s. The luggage…”

      In my position as a field agent for the FBI, I’m stellar. I’m also one of their superstar hackers. In my personal life, I’m a hot mess.

      I chance a peek at him. The moon follows alongside us and highlights his white-knuckle grip on the steering wheel. I slouch in my seat. My dad is right. I have the wrong effect on men.

      “I’m sorry.”

      “What for?” His fingers fan over the steering wheel.

      For being bad company.

      “For sticking my tongue out and rolling my eyes at you. It was immature.”

      My best friends, who also happen to be field agents and hackers too, theorize our time at college doing nothing but studying our asses off stunted our social skills for the worse. I’m in agreement. I should’ve had a healthier balance of studying and socializing.

      “It’s no excuse, but I’ve had a rough road trip.” Why am I still talking? I don’t owe him an explanation for my bad behavior at the feed store.

      “Rough how?” Walker asks with a slight hesitation as though he wants and doesn’t want to know.

      “On my way out of Washington state, a semi-truck’s tires kicked up a large rock. My windshield looked like a giant snowflake. I spent a shitload of money for an emergency replacement.”

      In my peripheral vision, he stares ahead and doesn’t flinch or react to my bad language. I’m a horrible person for goading him, but I hate to want him. Why not do everything possible to sabotage my chances with him.

      Again, not that he’s interested.

      I’m the opposite of Walker’s type. Dark hair rather than blond, short rather than tall, and too skinny. But there was an exception. The woman was petite, thin, and tan with long, dark hair. She was so beautiful she glowed.

      I glance out the window and catch my reflection from the moonlight. I don’t glow with beauty. I’m all dark—jet-ink hair, eyebrows, lashes, mood…soul.

      God, I’m pathetic with my angst and my attitude. I stare forward and play with the ties on my hoodie. Born to Rule. What’s written on the hoodie isn’t me.

      I draw in a cleansing breath and continue my story.

      “A few miles over the border of Idaho, my tire blew. Thank the stars I was near a grocery store. It’s been one mess after another and now this.” I wave my hand.

      “What’s ‘this’?”

      His tone is part condescending, part curious. But it isn’t. I’m projecting onto Walker how I see my ass of a dad. Dad is condescending. Walker is curious. Either way, the truth spills from me.

      “This is getting a ride from a guy who has something against me though he doesn’t know me.”

      I’m a stranger to him, but I have an idea who Walker Storm is. His life is so messed up, my heart hurts for him.

      In the past two years, he has struggled with winless seasons, his parents’ murders, and a wrongful death lawsuit filed against him by the family of the woman that killed his parents.

      And I thought my current state of being is a mess.

      But the world moved on, expecting those with tragedies to continue living life. Football god included.

      “Are you offended by the, ‘Born to Rule,’ on my hoodie?” Why can’t I keep my mouth shut? “Or does this have to do with the alcohol and the ice cream? Do you have a problem with a woman for wanting to lose herself in a good buzz and something sweet?”

      He cranks the steering wheel and the truck lurches and hugs the road. Holy cow, I’ve gone too far. He slams on the brakes, and I tip forward. The seatbelt tightens across my chest. My heartbeat thumps against my ribcage.

      Walker lets go of the steering wheel and faces me. In the dark, I can’t get a read on his expression, but I hear his irritation when he speaks.

      “I have no issues with you. Nothing personal, but after this ride, I hope to never see you again.”

      His words hit me like being struck by buckshot while wearing a Kevlar vest. “Have I offended you? Are you insulted by my earlier immature behavior?”

      He hasn’t accepted my apology yet.

      “You remind me of someone from my past. She screwed me over.”

      “The woman from the media reports? The one that shot your parents?”

      “Yes.”

      Anger in his voice. Regret too. Walker shouldn’t be ashamed of his feelings. Or that he fell for a woman with a mental illness. Except Walker’s involvement with her cost him his parents.

      “I’m sorry for your losses, but to be clear, what happened in your life doesn’t give you a free pass to judge mine. You don’t know me or my story.”

      But I empathize. Walker’s hurtful words about never wanting to see me again comes from a dark place deep inside him.

      After reading the countless commentaries on the possible reasons behind Walker’s mistake of falling for the wrong woman, I stopped reading and closed my laptop.

      His successes and failures, personal and otherwise, was none of my business. But the world had made it their business and their voracious curiosity for more had me wondering.

      If Walker was a mere mortal, what are his dreams aside from winning games? What is his idea of the perfect date? Does he belly laugh? What makes him cry? He didn’t shed a tear when the authorities gave him news of his parents’ deaths.

      Football gods cry, don’t they?

      Walker’s parents’ killer took her own life. Death is final, and the aftermath and destruction left behind by three deaths must have devastated Walker to the point of a catatonic state.

      “Earth to Audrey Hepburn look-alike.”

      A hand waves in front of me. I blink. “Just Audrey. I’m my own person.”

      I bite down on my bottom lip. My eyebrows tug low. I normally don’t space out like that. In my old line of work, it’s dangerous to do so.

      “Who is this, ‘own person’?”

      “I’m not telling. We don’t know one another.”

      “Right. Once I drop you off, you’ll be a figment of my imagination.”

      Figment of his imagination? Who says that?

      He pulls back onto the road. As we get closer to Irma’s place, his earlier words loop in my mind like a song I can’t get out of my head. Old wounds open.

      “I hope to never see you again.” Words said by Henry, a guy I went on a handful of dates with.

      “Nothing personal.” Andy, my best friend at work, said those not-so-comforting words after he told my bosses of my illegal side activities.

      Dad also said mean things, but he didn’t start with the gut-wrenching words until after my grandfather’s death. The heavy drinking began months later. Then he hurt his back at work, was put on painkillers, and became addicted.

      I spot mile post twenty-six and crane my neck, on the lookout for a place set back from the interstate and lit up. “We should be there right about now.”

      My voice trails off. He missed the turn, and the way he’s speeding… “You can make a U-turn anytime,” I remind him.

      “Not planning on it.”

      “Um, where are you taking me?”

      “To the closest hotel. You’ll park your ass there. In the morning, I’ll help get your tire fixed. Then you’ll leave town. No way will I let another squatter take advantage of my grandmother.”

      “First off, you have no right. Second, I’m not a freeloader. And third, Irma and I have an agreement.” I cross my arms and legs. My boots tap at the air in rapid beats, close to the Coronas.

      “Whatever agreement you’ve made with Irma, you can transfer to me. I own the farm.”

      That detail didn’t escape me when I put this trip together on short notice, but I didn’t think he would deal the card of “my place, my rules.” Then again, I didn’t expect him in town.

      “Fine, but you’re getting yourself into a hot mess.”

      “Are you saying I’m a chicken-shit and can’t handle any shit of a mess you’ve got?”

      “Wow, you have a load of crap on your mind.”

      In the corner of my eye, I catch the hint of a smile. He turns the truck around, and I resist the urge to do a fist-pump. My happiness changes to confusion when he parks on the side of the road. What is the sexy and disgruntled cowboy up to now?

      Wait a minute. He owns the farm. His place, his rules. A-ha. I shift in my seat and extend my hand. He cocks his head to the side.

      “Didn’t you park so that we can shake on the deal? Whatever deal I made with Irma I now make with you?”

      I’ll do anything to be near Irma, including bow down to the football god and risk humiliating myself with what’s on the bucket list she and I had put together. The cell phone ping came from a tower near Irma’s farm. J.D.’s Josie might have made contact.

      God, I deceived a sweet old lady, pretending to be someone I’m not. Hell has a place for someone like me. And once Walker finds out the truth for why I’m in Cedar Falls staying with his grandmother…

      “I’d rather do more than shake, Audrey.” His voice is low and husky, and he’s staring at my mouth, drawing me out of my remorse.

      Wha-at?

      He tips up his cowboy hat and leans forward, taking up space with how big and thick he is. Big shoulders. Thick, muscular arms. What else about Walker is big and thick?

      My body tingles. My toes curl in my boots. I edge closer. His hand clasps the back of my head, bringing me near.

      We’re not close enough.

      I unbuckle and climb onto the seat, tucking my knees under me. Circling my arms around his neck, I scoot closer. My head spins, my mouth is sandpaper dry, and my heartbeats are fast and loud in my ears.

      This can’t be happening. I don’t break my rules on the first meet. But when his warm breath caresses my lips, I couldn’t care less. My life is already a hot mess. What’s one more mess to toss into the pile?

      His mouth is near mine, but he doesn’t kiss me. He turns and his breath is hot on my ear and my neck.

      “Walker.” I’m breathless and dizzy.

      More forward than I’ve been with a guy, I slip my hands under his cowboy hat and tip the Stetson waay back.

      I look my fill.

      Goodness, he is all raw male with the sexy sprinkle of dark hair on his face, the straight edge of his nose, and the hard lines of his jaw. His hair under his hat is soft, and I swear his breaths catch when I weave my fingers through the strands.

      He leans forward, and I close my eyes. It’s been awhile since my last kiss.

      “Walker, please.” I’m panting and begging, two things I also haven’t done in a long time.

      “No handshake, Audrey,” he says next to my ear. “You’ll sign the agreement.” He moves away and puts the truck in gear, taking his heat with him. “Buckle up.”

      It takes me a second to realize he’s strung me along.

      Cold from the inside out, I buckle and move closer to the door. He pulls onto the road. The back wheels spin and kick up rocks. Soon we’ll be at Irma’s.

      I dropped my guard and look what breaking my rules gets me—rejected.

      Speak up or forever hold your peace. My grandfather’s words haunt me from the grave, and I’m thinking back to my thirteenth birthday party. I went running to my grandfather, crying over what my cousin did to me in the barn. Grandpa begged me, “Speak up or forever hold your peace.”

      Like that situation, I stay quiet.

      But staying quiet doesn’t mean I can’t hope.

      I hope Walker forgets my arrangement with Irma.

      I hope Walker leaves town soon.

      I hope never to remember my run-in with the football god.

      I stare out the passenger-side window.

      Why do I have a gut feeling none of my wishes will come true?
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      My gut is in knots.

      I shoot her occasional glances. She’s staring out the window and hasn’t spoken another word. The suffocating silence cuts me raw. I turn into Irma’s driveway. The truck rolls back and forth. I swear these potholes grew since I last visited.

      Damn it, I shouldn’t have messed with Audrey, pretending to want to kiss her. But hell, I’ve wanted to smash my mouth over hers and take her in a frenzy of tongues and teeth since she told me of her shitty drive.

      Instead, I acted like a dick. I’m not a dick; my friends can vouch for me. Audrey brings out the worst in me, a good enough reason to stay away from her.

      But I want her.

      Shit, I hate to want her.

      She and I would fight at every turn in the conversation.

      But the make-up sex would be hot as fuck.

      I park and cut the engine. Remorse a heavy weight in my gut, I grab Audrey’s jacket, rush over, and open the passenger-side door. She steps out, and I wrap the jacket and my arm across her small shoulders.

      “I apologize for how I treated you. I was a dickwad. If you want to kick me in the groin, give me time to mentally prep, okay?”

      She shakes off my hold. “Dickwads are nothing new. No need to kick you in the balls. Apology accepted.”

      Clipped and to the point. She hurries for the door. I hang back. Dickwads are nothing new. Shit, other guys have treated her like crap, too.

      I kick at the dirt.

      My family taught me to be a better person than how I treated Audrey. But she pushed and pushed until I admitted she reminded me of Jessie. I’m pissed but relieved to be speaking of that screwed-up part of my past.

      After my statements to the cops, I didn’t say a word to anyone about Jessie. The media prodded. I didn’t give in. Jessie’s family spun lies. I refused to play into their bullshit games, not admitting or refuting what was implied by the media. Objective is how I’m keeping the situation.

      Did I date Jessie? Yeah, if two weeks of hot sex is a date, we dated.

      Did I care for Jessie? Yeah, if you call worrying for her safety when she was manic caring, then yeah, I cared.

      Did I expect her to get obsessive to the point she stalked and killed my parents because they were available, and I wasn’t? Who thinks like that?

      Was it a stroke of luck, chance, or fate I’m alive, and my parents are gone?

      Hell, I don’t know. I’d rather no one died.

      These thoughts circle my mind whenever the media approaches me, but I don’t voice them. After the judge dropped the wrongful death suit for lack of evidence, my general manager slipped a card inside my locker.

      Nope, not doing it. I refuse to see a therapist.

      I don’t give a care if confidentiality laws protect my private screw-up. I won’t be spilling my guts to a damn stranger. Yet with Audrey, I broke my silence.

      Why did I lie? Jessie didn’t do the screwing over—I did. I shouldn’t have led her on, letting her believe she and I could have a future after two weeks.

      I messed up and I’m doing it again.

      I led Audrey on.

      Crap!

      I give her space and go back for the eggs and butter. Audrey’s suitcases and Coronas can stay put. I haven’t decided whether she stays or goes. My breaths condense in the air. I close the truck’s door and rush inside Irma’s place.

      As soon as I walk in, Irma pulls me into her arms. “I see you’ve met Audrey.”

      Irma glances up, and she takes my breath away. Soft pink colors the arches of her cheeks, and her brown eyes shine bright. I hunch over to make up for our size differences and hold her tight to me. My grandmother’s eyes and smile remind me too much of my father at his happiest. His happiest was my mother at his side.

      “Audrey told me what happened.”

      “Is that so?” I let go of her and put the eggs and butter in the fridge.

      “Driving home at the time you did is for a reason. You were meant to find one another.”

      Behind my grandmother, Audrey clears her throat. “Um, it’s not fate, Irma. It was dumb luck he was there when I had my flat.”

      Grandma reaches back for Audrey’s hand and tugs her forward. In the light, Audrey’s hair is pure night, and her eyes are a sexy-as-fuck shade of brown-green.

      I must be staring, hard. Irma’s eyes sparkle.

      “Beautiful isn’t she, my Audrey?” She anchors Audrey to her side.

      “Yeah,” I admit. “Your Audrey is easy on the eyes.”

      I hang my jacket on a hook and set my Stetson on the corner table next to the door. I’ll show Audrey I’m the better man and stop treating her like shit.

      She’s right. I judged her, putting her in the same category of crazy as Jessie. I fell for Jessie’s wild and impulsive energy, but I won’t let Audrey reel me in with her toughness and vulnerability though I find that combination perplexing in a I-want-to-get-in-her-pants kind of way.

      I can’t deny there’s something to Audrey that stokes my curiosity. The way she talks and carries herself speaks of a rough life lived, but somehow, she’s kept some of her innocence. I want to explore more of who she is, but I’m not willing to jeopardize the future of my football career.

      If I keep my personal life on a straight path free of complications, I have a higher chance of getting picked up by my team or another team in the NFL as a free agent. But screw up again, and I’m done playing ball professionally.

      “Whether it was dumb luck or fate, I’m glad for the company. Any other day, I don’t mind being alone, but not today. Group hug.” Irma waves me over.

      I put my arms around them and get a strong whiff of apple pie. “Did you two sample the goods without me?” I let go and cross my arms.

      “Irma made me a personal size pie. I had a slice,” Audrey says in this pleased tone.

      Must be nice. Irma used to do special shit like that for me.

      “Did you do as I asked for the gravesites?” Grandma says in this soft, choked up voice.

      Special shit gone from my mind, I answer. “Yes. White roses on Mom’s and red on Dad’s.”

      My throat swells like getting jabbed with a fast-moving hit. The media blasted my parents’ murders for weeks on end. Nothing is private or sacred anymore, death included.

      “Thank you.”

      “Anything for you and them.” Clearing my throat, I head to the kitchen.

      My steps are heavy, and the room is stifling. Since being drafted into the NFL straight from college why didn’t I come home more often?

      Was it the happiness on my parents’ faces that rubbed me wrong? In the back of my mind, did I want what they had? I made it known I wasn’t ready for marriage and a family.

      I open the kitchen cupboard and grab a cup.

      A soft body sidles up to me. On her toes, Audrey says close to my ear, “If you have nothing nice to say, don’t say it at all, okay? I’m sensitive.”

      Direct and to the point, a quality I like in my women.

      To be certain we’re speaking of the same thing, I ask, “What is this nice or not-so-nice thing I said?”

      “That I’m easy on the eyes.”

      “I meant it, Audrey.”

      She pulls back. “Really?”

      “Yeah.”

      She edges closer. Her breasts beneath her hoodie presses against my body.

      “Say it again.”

      Her breath is hot on my neck, and she smells like warm apple pie. I reach back and set the cup down. For what I’m about to do, I need both hands. I thread my fingers through her hair and test the weight and feel of the dark strands in my hands.

      Liking too much their silky softness and the way Audrey’s mouth parts and her eyes shutter closed, I lower my head and inhale her scent.

      Bad move.

      Hot. Gooey. Sweet. Apple. Pie.

      Slathered on Audrey.

      I could eat gooey pie off her hot body.

      I can picture it clearly, me licking the sweetness of pie off every inch of her body before I bury my face then my cock to the hilt in her wet pussy. We’d go at it hard. Harder. Faster. Until her body shakes from the force of her climax. Then I’d give her a taste of her flavor with my mouth on hers.

      My mouth. On hers.

      Need slams into my body and my nine inch comes to life.

      I tug back her head, my fingers still entrenched in her hair. Audrey’s eyes flare open, and she sees where I’m looking—her mouth.

      The tip of her tongue pokes out, and she runs it along her bottom lip. I groan, imagining her tongue stroking up and down the length of my cock before she takes my length and thickness in her hot, wet mouth.

      Her gaze zones in on my kisser. She wants it. Audrey wants my mouth on hers. Claiming. Crushing. Devouring. Tongue-fucking her.

      But I’ll never hear the last of it if Irma catches us in what I’m guessing will be a rip-our-clothes-the-fuck-off-now lip-lock.

      I cast my attention above Audrey’s head. Irma is in the dining room setting out wineglasses and bottles of wine. Her back is to us.

      I cradle Audrey’s face in my palms and press my mouth on hers. “You’re beautiful, Audrey, with the sexy-as-fuck brown-green eyes.” I move my mouth over hers.

      Her lips are soft. Her mouth is wet. She whimpers, and the sound… I fist my hand in her hair and tug her head to the side. Mouth on mouth isn’t enough. I want tongues and teeth, wet and sucking.

      A knock on the door cuts into the hot sizzle between us. My hand falls from her hair, and I stroke up and down her jaw. The kiss was brief, but damn, that was one hot lip-lock.

      She thinks so too.

      Her gaze hangs on my mouth. I stare back. Her eyes are more green than brown. Her chest rises and falls. Pink colors her cheeks. Her next move catches me off guard.

      She slings her arm around my neck and yanks me down to her level.

      “Thank you. What you said, about me being beautiful and that I have sexy eyes, made my crazy year.”

      Her words open something deep inside me. My heart thrums stronger. Warmth I can get used to spreads across my chest.

      Oh, shit, I’m caring.

      I swallow. “Hey, the kiss⁠—”

      We’re not here to start something. Hell, I’m not certain I’ll let her stay at Irma’s.

      “I’m good with one kiss, Walker. We can leave it at that, okay?”

      Her voice is low. She hears who walked through the door. Stan is coming for his slice of apple pie. The sweet and tart smell takes over Irma’s kitchen.

      I nod. “Yeah, I get it. It’s best we abandon any thought of you and me in bed or something.”

      “Or something?”

      Her eyes widen, and I groan. Doesn’t she realize what she does to a man’s cock with her big and sexy eyes?

      “Where else would this ‘something’ be?” she asks, breathless-like.

      I hate to want her. Wanting Audrey in my life will bring to the surface dark thoughts and emotions I’m not ready to tackle. Then why do I keep falling for those big eyes, her soft voice, and the hope on her face of living a different life than what she’s lived?

      “This something I’m speaking of would be the inside of my truck or in the bed of my truck.”

      Her eyebrows tug low, and she’s adorable as fuck. “I’ve never done it in a car before.”

      Unable to resist her sexiness and that hint of innocence, I slip my finger under her chin and tip her head until she’s looking at me. “A truck, sweetheart. I’ll never take you in a car. Only my truck will do.”

      “Why is that?”

      She’s breathing heavy. Good.

      “My truck is jacked-up, and big, perfect for a woman like you.”

      “What kind of woman am I?” Her fingers curl around my belt loops.

      She tugs, and my body slams full on hers. She blinks, and I can’t stop staring. Her eyebrows are dark and curved. Her lashes are long and wild.

      She flushes at how hard I’m looking, and I shift my attention to the freckles on the bridge of her nose and her cheeks. My gaze drops more. Her full, red lips part, bringing to the forefront of my mind again her mouth on a different part of my body.

      The room spins, and I refocus.

      “You’re blunt and to the point,” I say, informing her of what kind of woman she is. “I like that. But you apologize too readily to a dickwad. I deserve you sticking out your tongue and rolling your eyes at me. It was rude to stare.”

      She shakes her head, releasing her from my hold. Audrey suddenly has a fascination with my boots. I duck my head to hear what she’s saying.

      “You’re one of the few that appreciates my bluntness and forwardness. Other people say it’s annoying, intrusive, or offensive. But you’re right. I apologize too easily.”

      She glances up and her eyes shimmer, like she’s ready to cry. “I need to work on being less forgiving with the asses in my life.” She nods toward the dining room. “Let’s go say hi to the old guy. I like him.”

      I follow close on her heels.

      My chest aches. and I have the impulse to slam my fist into the wall.

      If I ever find the guys that hurt Audrey… I stop and cram my hands in my pockets. Shit, I’ve gone from hating to want Audrey to wanting to protect her for life.

      For life.

      I’m screwed.
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      “Really, you’re a romance author?”

      “Yes.” I fork a piece of apple pie into my mouth and silently ask the man above for forgiveness for lying to the nice man sitting across from me.

      “Audrey’s on a dry spell. She hasn’t released a new book in two years. Audrey writes under a pseudonym.”

      In my prior position with the FBI, I was expected to play the part of whatever persona was needed to get the job done. Boy, did I create a detailed persona for my time in Cedar Falls. Except I’m not on assignment.

      After discovering Irma’s farm is in proximity to the cell tower, I hacked her computer. Finding an interest of hers that got me an “in” was easy. Irma Storm loves romance novels and is a passionate fan of one author in particular.

      Armed with the information, I rerouted her communications with Selby Winters to a copycat email. She took the bait and invited me to stay at her place when I let her know I would be in Cedar Falls trying to get over my “writer’s block.”

      “How do you get your ideas?” Stan asks.

      We’re seated at a square table in the dining room. Stan and Walker are across from Irma and me. Walker hasn’t said a word since Irma brought up my writing.

      “The ideas come whenever. At the grocery store. Driving. Listening to music. Working. The best ones come when I’m running.”

      I’m not speaking of writing but of how I work through my cases for the Bureau. The cases take on the entirety of my life. Not the best and healthiest way to have a work and life balance. No wonder I’m horrible at navigating the dating scene.

      “Her bio says she was a long-distance runner in college. Audrey helped her team win championships.”

      I shrug. “I ran with the best.”

      “Where did you go to school?” This from Walker.

      I cup my mug and sip my sugar-laden, black coffee before answering. “MIT.”

      This part of me is true. I included the tidbit in a question and answer blog post, revealing small aspects of my personal life outside of “writing.”

      Stan chokes on his beer. Walker smacks him on the back. Stan clears his throat and presses a checkered napkin to his mouth. “The MIT?”

      “Yes, that MIT.” I smile. I like Stan. “My grandfather’s alma mater.”

      “My Audrey’s a smart cookie.”

      “I’m not, but thank you, Irma.” I set my mug above the spoon to my right.

      Finished with my meal, I slip my fork beneath the lip of my plate. Walker watches with open curiosity.

      “What did you study?” His eyes on me, Walker takes a long draw from one of my bottles of Coronas. He’d run out to his truck before we sat for dinner, returning with my six-pack.

      “I have an undergraduate degree in electrical engineering and computer science.”

      “Impressive.” Stan downs his beer. “I agree with Irma. You are one smart woman. What can you do with that kind of education? This guy here,” he tips his head at Walker, “goes to Stanford and ends up playing ball for a living. With his business degree, he can run a top tier company by now.”

      Walker rubs at the neck of the bottle. His gaze doesn’t leave mine.

      “He should be proud of playing football for the NFL. Less than two percent of college players play professionally.” A number I wouldn’t have known except the guy I dated in college was obsessed with football and football stats.

      The twinkle in Walker’s eyes warms me from the inside out.

      “As for my degree, companies like Amazon and Microsoft hire from MIT. Half of the graduates from my program work for them. Others work for government agencies for less pay.”

      “Audrey’s from Seattle. It’s where those two companies started,” Irma says.

      She sips on her rose-colored wine. Stan’s been giving her the once-over several times since we sat. I see why he’s drawn to her. With her flushed cheeks, and the way she smiles, laughs, and plays with her gleaming gray hair, Irma is beautiful.

      My grandmother died a year before my grandfather passed. I miss her, too.

      “Do you work for either of those companies?”

      Walker grabs our plates and takes them to the sink before he sits across from me again. His stare is intense, and it’s not the I-want-to-stick-my-tongue-down-your-throat kind of intensity from earlier.

      “I’m between jobs.” My old standby when someone asks what I do with my degree. This time it’s true. I’ve never been fired from a job.

      “You graduated from MIT, and you’re not working?”

      “It’s complicated.”

      I don’t owe Walker an explanation. He isn’t a big part of my life and won’t be while I’m here, if I can help it. Hopefully, he’ll leave town soon. The way he looks at me, touches me, talks to me… A woman can lose herself to his charming ways.

      I push back my chair and excuse myself. “My mom, and my friend, Stella, worry. I should call them. Thank you for dinner and dessert. Everything tasted great, Irma.”

      “Of course, and you’re welcome.”

      In the living room, I grab my cell from the pocket of my hoodie. A fire burns in the fireplace. Irma also has the heat cranked up to I swear the mid-seventies. The first thing I took off in that heat is my thick hoodie.

      I glance at the screen. My cell’s been exploding with text messages and calls from unknown numbers, a sign my ex-coworkers are trying to get a hold of me.

      Unknown number:  call

      Unknown number:  call now

      Scrolling down.

      Unknown number:  call, otherwise we’re sending the troops after you.

      Ha-ha, but holy cow, Stu and Big Blue care enough about my health and mental well-being to threaten me with an all-out manhunt on taxpayers’ dollars.

      I call my mom.

      “Audrey, baby, are you safe?”

      “Yes.” I didn’t give Mom my location before leaving Seattle.

      There’s a good reason.

      My parents aren’t on speaking terms, but my dad can be a relentless charmer when he sets his mind on something. If he wants my location, he’ll pester Mom until she gives up the information in frustration. Unknown location means Dad can’t find and guilt me into giving him money for his addictions.

      I don’t have the heart to block his number, but ignoring his calls and messages is as bad, isn’t it?

      I sigh. “How are you?”

      Mom’s earlier text gave nothing away of her state of mind other than her relationship with the latest boyfriend is over.

      “Do you need a spa day?”

      Tomorrow is Saturday, and my mom has the day off from her job as unit secretary of the intensive care unit.

      “I can call Denise at the nail place and have them charge my tab for the works.” A massage, Mani, Pedi, and brow shaping.

      “Um, Audrey, I have a lunch date.”

      Hitting the mute button, I whoop with happiness. Three pairs of eyes stare at me from the dining room. “Sorry,” I mouth. I unmute the call. “That’s great, Mom. Do you like him? Well of course you like him. You’re going on a date. How did you two meet?”

      “He’s one of the residents, sweetie.”

      I swear my heart stops beating. Those new doctor residents are young. “How old?”

      “Forty-four.”

      I exhale. “A ten year difference isn’t bad.”

      “Am I a cougar?”

      “I believe so.” I smile big. “I’m so happy for you. Have fun. Call or message when you’re ready to spill on the delish details, okay?”

      She laughs. “Only you would use that word.”

      “Details?”

      She laughs again. “Delish. Thanks for the spa offer. We’ll go together the next time you’re in town. You’re a wonderful daughter.”

      I’m not. I work too much and don’t spend enough time with her. Time moves too quickly. Why couldn’t my father love my sweet mom the way she deserves—completely?

      “I love you.”

      “I love you, too, baby girl. Be safe, okay? I know you’re a woman capable of taking care of yourself, but you’ll always be my little girl.”

      Of course. “I will.”

      “Your brother⁠—”

      “I’m taking care of it. No worries, okay?”

      She promises not to before we hang up. My bestie is next.

      “Hey, girlie,” I say.

      “I was just thinking of you. How are you?”

      “Good.”

      “How is it being in the middle of nowhere?”

      “Wonderful, and the weather is a balmy forty-degrees.”

      Stella laughs. “Perfect for you. Now you need the rain.”

      “Wouldn’t that be awesome?” I smile. “Did everything go as planned?”

      “Yep. The Salvation Army came by and picked up your stuff. Are you sure you won’t change your mind and move back in?”

      “Heck, yes, my mind’s made up. I refuse to live through my PTSD days of being the third wheel.” Stella, her boyfriend, and I roomed together through college. “You and Neal have earned the right to cohabit together, just the two of you.”

      “Where will you stay?”

      “I haven’t decided.”

      “I’m sorry, Audrey, for everything that’s gone down.”

      “My fault.” I glance at my watch. Who wears a watch these days, right? “Don’t you and Neal have a show to catch?” I gave him my concert ticket. “Have fun. Text me, okay?”

      “Will do. Stay out of trouble.”

      “I always do.”

      “Right.”

      I catch the smile in her voice. “Bye, Stella.”

      I hang up. My cell rings. No coincidence there. Someone’s hacked my cell, and I have an idea who it is.

      “Hey, Stu, is Big Blue with you?”

      “He’s here.”

      “Hey, Audrey.”

      “Big Blue.”

      Ben likes it when I call him Big Blue. Says my nickname for him makes him feel like a superhero. I started calling him Big Blue the day I met him for the first time during defensive tactics training. A guy bigger than Ben had Ben in a chokehold. Ben’s face was the shade of a blueberry.

      “How you holding up?” he asks.

      “I’ll be better once you two mind your own business.”

      “Sorry but we plan on sticking around. The big boss approved our vacations.”

      So I heard. “A last-minute leave for bereavement isn’t a ‘vacation’. The two of you lost great aunts on the same day. Isn’t Jason suspicious?”

      “It’s nothing for you to worry about, Audrey. We have the situation under control.” This from Stu.

      “I didn’t ask for your help, and I don’t need your help. You two can’t afford to get canned.” Stu closed on a house, and Big Blue bought a brand new pickup truck a month ago.

      “Our problem to deal with.”

      There’s no arguing with or convincing these two once they’ve made up their minds.

      “Fine, message me a meeting time and place tomorrow and we can compare notes.”

      “We will if you stop the side job starting now.”

      Blue’s speaking in code. He suspects someone is tapping our conversation.

      “I stopped the day Jason called me into his office.” A week ago when my colleagues hauled my brother in.

      “That’s not what we’re seeing. Your activities⁠—”

      “Are legal and on my personal time.”

      “The dark web is dangerous, Audrey.”

      He’s dropped the code speak. Stu secured the line.

      “I’m aware of the risks, but it’s my life. My brother’s life.” The horrible things they’ll do to him in prison.

      “I’m trying to keep you out of the slammer, Audrey, or worse, killed. What will your incarceration or death do to your family? They’re counting on you to do the right thing. Promise you’ll stop using your personal information.”

      “Who says I’m using my personal account? Give me some credibility, won’t you?” Unbelievable. Ben is dumbing me down. I’m not an amateur or a rookie.

      He sighs, and it’s a heavy sound.

      I understand.

      Ben’s heart is in the right place though his delivery could use polishing.

      “Fine, I’ll stop. I promise,” I say, breaking the tense silence.

      “Good. I’ll message you tomorrow.”

      I end the call and start to remove messages and history of incoming and outgoing calls, but Stu beats me to it. He wipes my screen clean. I pocket the cell. Stu is one of those guys that has to have the last word, including the electronic ones.

      I puff out a breath. They shouldn’t be helping me. Their number one priority is their commitment to the federal government.

      Walker pokes his head around the door frame and nods toward the kitchen. The anticipation on his face takes my mind off how complicated my unapproved and unofficial undercover situation is getting.

      “Are you ready?”

      Not with what is at the top of the bucket list.
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      The kitchen is empty except for the sexy cowboy taking up too much space with his tall and muscular body.

      “Where are Irma and Stan?”

      “Checking on the horses. Irma has two left. She thinks they’re getting it on.”

      Walker smirks.

      I bat my eyelashes, clasp my hands to my chest, and let out an exaggerated sigh. “How romantic.”

      Good, God, Audrey, the things you do and say.

      He chuckles. I smile.

      “Have you decided? Do I get to stay? Being around horses sound wonderful.”

      I groan under my breath. More ridiculousness coming from my mouth. I bite down on my lower lip and wait for his decision.

      “So long as your agreement with Irma becomes our agreement, you can stay. We have unfinished business.”

      As in our kiss?

      His crooked smile leaves me spinning. I grab a seat on a barstool.

      “What would you like to drink?” Standing behind the breakfast bar, he points at my options.

      I reach over and make myself a cup of coffee using the fancy Keurig. He swipes one of my Coronas from the fridge. I open my mouth. He shakes his head.

      “I’ve lined an entire shelf of my fridge with this good shit, and it’s yours for the taking.”

      He’s a fan of my grandfather’s favorite beer. Nice.

      “One, I don’t plan on setting foot inside your place, and two, I’ve never had a Corona.”

      He doesn’t say a word, just smiles in this sexy and intoxicating way that blinds me. The cowboy needs to stop smiling. Otherwise, I’ll jump his bones. He stares at my mouth with this knowing expression.

      “What?” I take a slow sip of my coffee. It’s never been this easy to talk to a guy I’m hot for.

      “You are one mystery after another, Audrey.”

      I’m not other than what I used to do for a living. If my cousins had realized I worked for the FBI, they would have a field day and do their damnedest to convince me to switch sides.

      They wouldn’t use money or material goods to coerce me with. They would use the people around me. People I care about and would like to keep safe.

      Other than keeping my true profession a secret, I’m an open book. It’s just a guy hasn’t stuck around long enough to understand my story. What’s Walker story? Is he open to sharing? I test the waters.

      “My condolences, Walker. Irma said you would have been home the day your parents were killed but you decided at the last minute to take a trip to South America to think over the future of your career.”

      He had to get away from another losing season. The losing season wasn’t news to anyone, but Walker M.I.A. was. He didn’t find out someone murdered his parents until a week after their deaths. The mountain retreat had no cell service.

      I understand Walker needing time away from the world and the media speculation. His team was planning on trading him when the new season rolled around. Instead of letting him go, they decided to give him another chance.

      Walker tanked that chance.

      Again, I wonder if football gods cry.

      “What else did my grandmother tell you?”

      “Steer clear of you.”

      “Why is that?”

      “You’re a firm believer in work ethic. She thought you would think less of me for being in between jobs and that I write for a living.”

      “Irma said that?”

      “Yes.”

      “She thinks I’m a judgmental jerk.”

      There’s disbelief and shame in his voice. Feeling horrible, I reach out and touch his arm. The muscles beneath my fingers flex, but he doesn’t pull away.

      “She wasn’t badmouthing or showing you in a bad light. I’ve had a rough year and Irma was looking out for me. Your grandmother has a good heart.”

      I let go of his arm and cradle my mug in my hands.

      “Is your middle name really Wyatt, like Wyatt Earp and the infamous shootout at the Ok Corral?”

      I sip my coffee and glance at him over the mug’s rim.

      “You’re changing the subject.”

      “The air’s heavy.” I set my mug down.

      “Do you always do that?”

      “Do what?” I ask, annoyed he’s calling me out.

      “Keep the peace.”

      “A habit from my days of being the go-between in my parents’ fights,” I admit, opening to him.

      I find his concern over what his grandmother thinks of him as a person endearing. It tells me she’s important to him and that her opinions matter, putting Walker high on my list of guys I could fall hard for.

      But Walker is out of my league, and I need to keep reminding myself of that. Otherwise I risk returning home with a broken heart.

      Home. Broken heart. Walker’s parents gone. His heart broken. God, I’m such a jerk.

      “It was insensitive of me to bring up my parents when yours are gone. I’m sorry, Walker.” I glance down and make a show of brushing something off my lap.

      “Audrey?”

      “Hmm?”

      “Look at me.”

      I meet his gaze.

      “You don’t own my feelings. I do. Yeah, I miss my parents. Yeah, your earlier words hurt. But I’ll get over it. Thank you for telling me. For sharing a piece of yourself. I agree. Irma’s intent wasn’t to hurt me. She said those things to protect you. And she’s right. I apologize for thinking less of you. Being a writer has got to be tough. I respect you for what you do.”

      Wow.

      Yeah, I’m going to Hell for lying to Walker, his grandmother, and Stan.

      “Back to that distraction tactic of yours. If you know my full name, one, I have to have yours.”

      So he can run a background check, I’m certain of it. What will he think of my family’s run-in with the law?

      “And two, why did you buy beer you’ve never had? I’m thinking it’s not to try something new. I’m betting there’s a story behind your choice.”

      A man as sexy as Walker is interested in my story. Butterflies collide in my stomach.

      I answer his second question first. “Corona is my grandfather’s favorite beer. He’d take it with a lime.”

      Grandfather laughed the first time I sucked on a lime. I was out to impress him. What I got instead was what he calls “the bitter beer face.” I was ten.

      “To answer your first question, my full name is Audrey Q Benson.”

      “Your middle name is a letter?”

      I stare at his lopsided smile. Is kissing his crooked mouth better done from the bottom up, or the top down?

      “My mother has an infatuation,”—Good God, what twenty-five-year-old uses that word? —, “with Hollywood stars and movie characters. I’m named after Audrey Hepburn, as you’ve overheard.”

      I don’t speak of J.D. He’s named after the actor, James Dean. Walker’s eyes are shining bright, and I want those eyes to outshine my worry for my kid brother.

      “Q is a character from the James Bond movies.” I drain the last drop of coffee. “Okay, your turn. Wyatt Earp. Shootout. Ok Corral.”

      “Yeah, my middle name is for that Wyatt Earp. What are you, a history buff?”

      “I watched a lot of westerns with my grandfather.”

      “Your grandfather is a good man.”

      “Was. He died ten years ago from cancer.”

      What he does next surprises me.

      Walker walks around the breakfast bar, tugs me off the barstool, and gathers me in his arms. His hold is gentle. The beats of his heart are steady and strong next to my ear. And he smells divine, a mix of beer and apple pie. I snuggle closer.

      Most guys get uncomfortable with the topic of death, and they’ll change the subject ASAP.

      “I’m sorry, Audrey.”

      “Don’t be. You didn’t know.” I rub my nose on his shirt.

      I’m tempted to lose myself in his scent.

      I have this crazy urge to toss aside my rules.

      No kissing until after the one-month mark.

      Heavy petting starting on the second month.

      Sex after the third month of exclusive dating.

      The rules safeguard my heart from being broken, again.

      My rules are insane.

      But I have to stick by them.

      I can’t start something with Walker.

      Once I find my answers, I’ll return to my complicated life in Seattle, and Walker will head back to face the storm of his in L.A.

      Storms and complications don’t make for a good start to a relationship. And I’m certain starting anything with Walker will only end in heartache.

      He’s out of my league.

      He’ll break my heart.

      Remember.

      Remember.

      Remember.

      I put space between us. “Can we go over the arrangement? I’d like to settle in soon and write.”

      Walker lets go, appearing casual-like with his arms hanging loose at his sides, but I see the suspicion in his eyes. He must have overheard my conversation with Stu and Ben. The walls are thin.

      I snag a barstool. He does the same. We sit elbow-to-elbow. He grabs a pen and notepad. I put the notepad back.

      “There’s nothing to write down. If you’re good with the arrangement, we sign the list.”

      The “arrangement” is burning a hole in my back pocket.

      “I let Irma know I’m open to helping on the farm and paying for my stay. If she wants me to milk cows, I’m her girl. Chickens and other livestock? I’m in.”

      Again, what twenty-five-year-old says words like “livestock?” He must think I’m a total nerd.

      “She didn’t tell you?”

      “Tell me what?”

      “I hired someone to take care of the farm starting Monday. I’m done letting Irma do things on her own. No more excuses she has too much to do. She needs to get into town more and socialize. Live.”

      “O-kay, then.” I didn’t expect him to tell me so much. I figured he would stop after “Monday.”

      “What else?” He shoulder-bumps me. “You said I was getting myself into a hot mess.”

      “My bucket list.”

      “Your bucket what?” He grabs my shoulders and turns me until our knees knock.

      I shrug. “You know, a list of things I should do before I die? Irma’s idea. Something to do with experiencing enough fear and exhilaration I’ll unblock my writer’s block. And we’ll be crossing off each item together except for,” I turn and cough, “number one.”

      I pull the list from my back pocket. He takes the list from me and stares at it, hard.

      “Who came up with these?”

      Is he blushing?

      “It was a team effort.”

      He raises a brow. My face heats.

      “I’m sure what’s on the list isn’t new to you. I bet you’ve already done every single item, so I’m fine doing them on my own.”

      He’s not having it.

      “I’m all in if you don’t mind catching my throws. How about it? Will you play ball with me?”

      “Play ball?” I squeak. Dirty thoughts are running through my head.

      “Yeah, football.” He stares at my mouth.

      I clear my throat and change my mind about the entire arrangement.

      “Let’s kibosh everything. There are other ways to break through my writer’s block.” Ways that don’t entail getting naked with Mr. Hot Cowboy.

      “I also don’t need to stay with Irma. I can get a hotel room in town.”

      I can take Irma out and have her show me around. Discreetly ask if a woman fitting Josie’s description stopped by her place that day.

      Again, Walker’s not having it.

      He runs with the bucket list idea and takes it in for the touchdown. “Irma will like the company and I’m thinking checking off those items will help improve my running game.”

      I absolutely disagree.

      However, to hear the love in his voice for his grandmother… “Okay, sure.”

      “So it’s a yes on the list and catching my throws?”

      “Agreed. Yes to both,” I say, just to be crystal clear what I’m getting myself into.

      “That’s great. Awesome.” He raises the bottle and drinks my Corona.

      I should look away.

      I shouldn’t stare.

      But I can’t resist his pull.

      His neck is smooth and tan. His shoulders are broad, and his arms, cords of muscles. He’s big and thick. Sex on two legs. Goodness, why does he have to look so stinking sexy chugging a beer?

      Staring at him, I’m hot from my hairline to my toes. I resist the urge to fan my hot face. Irma needs to turn down the thermostat.

      I reach for the pen and sign the list. He sets the Corona down and puts his name next to mine. I hold back the temptation to do the happy dance. In my hand is a piece of paper with an autograph from the swoon-worthy Walker Storm.

      “Good thing we came to an agreement ‘cause no way in hell will I let you skinny dip alone or go to a bar on your own. You walk into that bar and every man will be on you like white on rice.”

      I pocket the list. Walker doesn’t have a clue how bad my track record is with the opposite sex. Then again, I only went inside bars when on assignment. Surrounded by the big and ripped guys on my team, no guy dared hit on me. Though there was an exception. A sexy cowboy. Dallas.

      I climb off the bar stool. “Why are you worried? With you at my side, the guys won’t approach me.”

      “They better stay away,” I hear him muttering from behind me.

      Walker’s overprotectiveness is different from the guys on my team. His is from personal interest. Theirs was from a sense of duty to protect a young woman they felt responsible for, though I’m more than capable of taking care of myself. I head for the door.

      “Where are you going?”

      “Getting my luggage.” I snag his keys off the counter and hit the unlocked button a few times to make my point. The truck beeps.

      He follows close on my heels. Before I can grab the luggage, he beats me to them.

      “Three is too many, Walker.”

      “You’re right. Here, take this one.” He hands me the biggest luggage with this deadpan serious expression. I can’t help but laugh at his god-awful attempts at being a gentleman.

      “A total fail.”

      “I agree.” He waggles his brow, and he’s so stinking cute.

      We walk to the guesthouse with him carrying my pieces of luggage in each hand. The bottoms don’t touch the ground. What he does takes strength. I’m pulling my luggage behind me, cursing under my breath when I hit a pothole.

      On the way, we run into Stan and Irma.

      “Did you get enough to eat?” Irma clasps my hands in hers.

      “Yes. Thank you for having me. Tomorrow, I’ll make breakfast, okay?”

      “Sounds wonderful.” Her hand in Stan’s, they walk back to Stan’s truck parked next to Walker’s.

      At the guesthouse, Walker unlocks the door and waves me through. I go inside and set my luggage next to where he set the other two inside the doorway. He waits outside.

      “Thanks for being there when I had my flat.”

      “Sure.”

      His breath condenses in the frigid air. And he doesn’t have on his jacket. Where are my manners? I tug him inside and close the door. His hand is cold. I sandwich his big paws between mine and rub.

      “Thank you for carrying the luggage here.” We stand so close I can smell apple pie on his shirt. “I have a lot to be thanking you for, Walker Storm.”

      “Uh-huh.” He looks my body up and down.

      My shirt is suddenly too snug across my chest and my jeans, too tight.

      “My truck⁠—”

      “I’ll call the tow company tomorrow.”

      Nice. I rub at his hands. His fingers are like icicles. He shoots me a questioning look.

      “Skin to skin is the fastest way to get warm.”

      “Is that so?” His sly smile is as sexy as his crooked ones.

      He glances around. We’re alone with zero chance of Irma or Stan walking in on us.

      “So.” I drop his hands. “You’re warm enough.” I reach for the doorknob. “Thanks, again. I’ll ask Irma for a ride into town.” I open the door.

      “Don’t bother, I’ll come get you.” He leans against the doorjamb with his fingers hooked in his belt loops.

      My mouth drops open, and I stare. Why is he so freaking sexy? His gorgeous amber eyes twinkle. Damn it, he’s onto me. Walker must be used to the women getting flustered and turned on when near him. The thought annoys me.

      “No need to make the drive,” I say with determination in my voice. I will resist his charm. “You’re here for a break and not to play tour guide to a city girl who also needs a breather from life.”

      A warm finger slides under my chin. He tips my head until our eyes meet. “I’m sorry you’re running away from something too, Audrey.”

      He smooths his thumb along my jawline. What he said and what he’s doing threatens to undo me from the inside out. Why does he have to be such a good guy? Why can’t he be a jerk? It’d make it easier to hate to want him.

      “You don’t owe me anything.” A last ditch effort to keep him out of my mess.

      “We have an agreement, remember?”

      “I was hoping you would forget.”

      He looks at my mouth. “Nope. You are mine from number six to number one.”

      Oh. My.

      “I’ll swing by at eight?”

      “Ten.”

      He brings my hands to his mouth. “Nine.”

      His teeth skim my knuckles.

      My knees weaken.

      My breathing quickens.

      “Nine-thirty,” I counter.

      He sucks on my knuckles, his gaze never leaving mine. “We have a winner.”

      “Yes, we do.” Goodness, do I ever have a winner. “Um, before you go,” Oh, hell, here comes the wanton ask. “I have a request. If it’s too strange, I’ll understand if you refuse.”

      His dark brows dip low. “What is it?”

      “Will you…” I clear my throat. “Will you nip and suck on my earlobe?”

      A smile stretches across his face. “Only if I can nip and suck on other parts of your body.”

      Groaning, I tug him to the small couch in the room. “Deal.”
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