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Never miss a sale or FREE ebook! Sign up for Amber’s newsletter and be automatically entered in her monthly contest. New subscribers get a gift!

 

How about more free ebooks? Join Amber’s Steamy Readers ARC Team and check out her review copies. It’s free to join.

[image: ]



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


ONE MORE SPECIAL OFFER


[image: ]




Amber is excited to announce a brand new opportunity for her SUPER FANS to hang out with her and show support in her writing. Consider signing up to one of her available REAM tiers for bonus e-content, early access to new releases, and physical goodies like signed paperbacks, swag, and mystery gifts (when this limited-time-only tier is activated).
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Lies. Betrayal. A blown undercover mission.

 

After ten years away, DEA agent Jarrett Brandt heads home at Christmas to pay his respects to his deceased brother and hide out from the cartel kingpin who wants him dead. The last thing he needs is Marissa, his high school sweetheart, tempting him with her sassy smile and showing him the life he gave up. Add on his judgmental parents, and he’s ready to hit the road.

Widowed mom Marissa Reinn never had much luck with the Brandt boys. First Jarrett broke her heart, then she lost his brother—her husband—to a bullet. Though she succumbs to Jarrett’s sensual touch, she vows to uncover his secrets.

When a team of assassins find him, Jarrett and Marissa will have to work together to survive and protect her son. How will they seize their second chance at love with their lives on the line?

 

– A Hero’s Heart is a sexy second chance, romantic suspense novella set during the holiday season. No cheating. HEA guaranteed.

– Second edition. Newly revised and edited.
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Oh, shit. Jarrett Brandt ducked behind a large, snow-caked fir tree. His parents, his high school sweetheart, and a child stood at the top of the hill with their backs to him. How had he not seen them before now? Should he go? The open road beckoned beyond the low rolling hills and tombstones of the cemetery. But he’d already come so far.

Damn you, Joel. You had to be a fucking hero. He tunneled his gloved hands through his hair. Weak morning sunlight pierced the dreary December sky in hazy golden hues as snow flurries blowing from the mountaintops dusted his hair and clothes.

If only the pristine white could cleanse the blot from his soul.

As Harold and Linda Brandt descended the hill, Marissa and the boy remained at the graveside.

Jarrett slunk farther behind the tree and winced as sharp needles swatted his cold face. His stomach churned. Would the crackers he’d eaten for breakfast return?

“Ahh!” His mother skidded into view.

“Easy, there.” His father caught her by the waist before she could fall. After she steadied her feet, he tilted the large black umbrella over her to shield her from the flurries.

Whew. He released a long breath, unaware he’d seized up when she tripped. The air leaving his mouth puffed white like a damn beacon.

“Thank you, dear. I didn’t see that patch of ice.” Linda clutched a folded American flag to her chest—likely given to the family in honor of Joel’s military service. “Oh, God.” Her wet eyes widened. She veered toward Jarrett with open arms and a smile.

Harold pulled her to a stop and whispered something Jarrett couldn’t catch in her ear. The brightness of her smile dimmed as she squeezed the flag again. They approached him as though he was a wild animal that might flee at any moment—too bad that option vanished as soon as they spotted him.

He wiped snow from his shaggy hair and met them halfway. “Dad.” What could he say to the man he’d always disappointed?

The last time they’d spoken, Jarrett punched him in the face. In return, his dad had bloodied Jarrett’s nose.

“Hi, Mom.” He locked his hands behind his back to keep from hugging her and focused on the retired police lieutenant. “I found Joel’s obituary online last week. I’m sorry. He deserved better.”

He’d never checked up on his family before the shit hit the fan in New Mexico. The guilt already weighing on his shoulders would surely last a lifetime, so thank God he hadn’t known about Joel’s murder when it happened five years earlier. He couldn’t have returned home then—his responsibilities wouldn’t have allowed it.

Harold stood stiff and tall with tears in his eyes—the macho prick would never let them fall—but the deep lines carving his face smoothed out. The snow had some nerve flecking his crisp dress uniform and sullying his hard-as-nails image.

“He did, but Joel still did great things with his life.” Harold stroked the flag in Linda’s arms and pulled her closer. “Did you know he served a tour in the Middle East? After a raid on his caravan, he saved two injured comrades from certain death and returned home with an honorable discharge. Even though he had a pronounceable limp, he worked hard and joined my old unit in the police department. He made detective a month before he died.”

Harold patted Linda’s hand before he released her to cross his arms over his chest. “What about you, Jarrett? Have you done anything important with your life?” He shook his head without waiting for an answer. “No, you’re nothing like your brother. So how many arrests are on your record? How many years have you spent in prison? Where the hell are you staying—at a halfway house?”

His mother grimaced as if she believed the accusations.

Every man in the Brandt family joined the police force after high school. His perfect brother had one-upped everyone and joined the army first—big surprise there. Joel always sucked up while Jarrett reveled in pissing their dad off. The old man’s expectations had driven him so far away from Siltan, Washington that he never looked back. If not for saying goodbye to Joel, he wouldn’t be there now.

Jarrett cocked his head. “You’d like that, wouldn’t you?”

“What am I to expect? My son ran away like a coward, doped up on drugs. You never called. Never came home. You were a disgrace.” He scowled at Jarrett’s wool-lined denim jacket, gray sweater, and jeans. “You still are. When was the last time you shaved? A week ago? Are you living out of that backpack?” He nodded to the khaki pack slung over Jarrett’s shoulder. “Ridiculous. You show up unannounced, after a damn decade, with the gall to show your face here on all days. Anyone could come by to pay their respects and think you’re Joel. Have you no respect? Your face is liable to give someone a stroke.”

The line of questioning chafed his ass, but what had he expected? It didn’t matter that his father had retired from the force. Once a pig, always a pig. He rubbed his bristled jaw.

Shaving had been the last thing on his mind as he fled New Mexico with the scum of the earth chasing him. Though he tried to reach Washington State from San Francisco the previous night, the sleet forced him to stay in a fleabag motel room. At least he’d showered before he left.

Harold’s cheeks mottled red as he fisted his hands. “The only son I claim is dead. Joel saved an old woman from an armed mugger, off duty without a weapon, and died for his efforts. It took courage to intervene, something you don’t possess.” He trembled and stomped forward. “You should have died, not him, but you’re no hero. You’re trash, just like the mugger.”

Linda gasped and covered her mouth with both hands.

“It’s all right, Mom. The bitter old man can think whatever he wants.” He smirked as Linda twisted her arm around Harold’s to hold him back. “You think my life is nothing but a waste? Fine, believe it, but I would never harm an old woman or stand by while someone was in trouble. I wish you believed that.”

Harold hissed between his grinding teeth. He stalked away, pulling Linda with him across the snowy lot and down the sidewalk toward a minivan.

Jarrett seethed. Fuck it. He’d make peace with Joel’s death in his mind—no need to see the damn tombstone. He trudged back through a few inches of snow and strode down the cracked sidewalk. Rock salt crunched under his boots.

“Jarrett, wait!”

His heart somersaulted. He flipped around as the woman who haunted his dreams hurried down the hill. Her curly, snow-flecked auburn hair cascaded around her shoulders like silken strands. The grin splitting her face sucker-punched him. She jumped into his arms, and the impact knocked him back a few steps. The sweet aroma of sugar cookies filled his nostrils. Had she been baking that morning? Or maybe she’d bathed with dessert-scented body wash?

Idiot! He better not think about her bathing—or her naked flesh. Period.

She grabbed his back and burrowed closer to his chest.

“Marissa.” A shudder rolled through him. How many times had he dreamed about holding her again? He should have married her, fathered children with her, and lived his life to make her happy.

Instead, he’d chosen something just as intoxicating and beautiful to his ignorant mind and abandoned her on the curb outside his family’s home.

She leaned back with tears shining in her puffy, dark-green eyes. “It’s good to see you.”

“Likewise.” Jarrett licked his dry lips and released her. “It’s hard to believe so many years have passed. You still look eighteen.”

Marissa hid a laugh behind her hand. “You’re still a charmer. God, I’ve missed you. So much has happened here. What—where do you live now? How are you?” She shrugged as if she didn’t expect him to answer. “I mean, how long will you be in town?”

“Probably just today. My parents weren’t thrilled to see me.”

She flicked a button on her gray pea coat. “Your mom was, but this time of year is hard for them, for all of us.”

His cheeks burned. “Their opinion of me doesn’t matter—never did. All that really mattered was yours.”

“It was always high, but you still didn’t stick around.”

He flinched and backed up. “Marissa, I’m sorry. You remember how it was, right? I always butted heads with my dad. I needed to live my own life.”

“Harold Brandt can be hard to handle sometimes. It’s his way or nothing. In your father’s defense, though, you needed a firm hand.” She stumbled but righted herself as something bumped into her from behind. A pair of little arms wrapped around her legs. She smiled and half twisted to ease the child out from behind her.

What the fuck? Jarrett normally saw everything and everyone around him, but he hadn’t seen the child coming toward them. After everything he’d been through, he knew better than to lose sight of his surroundings.

“This is my son, Jason.” She ruffled his dark, damp hair and grabbed the fuzzy blue hat from his hands to stuff it on his head. “Sweetie, I’d like you to meet your uncle.”

Tension dug into his lower back as the kid clung to Marissa’s black slacks. The boy—no, he had to call him by his name—Jason, would be his son if he hadn’t run away. He definitely saw his brother’s eyes and nose—his eyes and nose—in the boy’s face. 

“Since you found the obituary, I’m sure you know Joel and I married. Jason was two when we lost him.”

He nodded. Even though he had no right to bitch about who she dated after him, why did she pick his brother? And why the fuck did Joel cross that line and marry her? Marissa should’ve been off-limits. Wasn’t that part of the brother code?

“Mama, he looks just like him.” Jason swung his gap-toothed smile to Jarrett. “I have lots of pictures of Daddy. Mama was right. You are twins.”

He knelt to meet him eye to eye. “Yes, twins. I loved your dad very much.”

“I don’t remember him, but Mama and Grandma tell stories all the time, so it’s like I do.”

“Good.”

“They tell stories of you too. They miss you a lot.”

Jarrett glanced up as Marissa picked lint from her son’s coat. He forced a smile. “Oh no, stories of me? Not good. I wasn’t a very nice kid.”

He opened his mouth as though to say something else but launched into Jarrett’s arms instead. He clung to his shoulders and squeezed tight.

Jarrett froze before hugging him back.

“I’m happy to meet you, Uncle Jarrett. It’s about time. I begged Mama for years.”

Oh, God. The words Uncle Jarrett pulled at his heartstrings. “That was my fault. She didn’t know where I lived. She couldn’t call me.” It was another mistake to add to his long list. After his nephew withdrew, he stroked his flushed cheek. “I’m happy to meet you too.”

Marissa grasped her son’s shoulder. Tears glistened in her eyes. “Wait with Grandma, okay? I need to speak with Jarrett alone.”

He pouted. “Come for dinner tonight. There will be lots of food.”

“Sweetie,” Marissa reiterated sternly, “go on now.”

He huffed but hurried down the sidewalk to where his grandparents waited.

“Jason can be very blunt. Are you all right?”

He stood and dragged in a deep breath. “Yeah, I’m fine. I expected you to move on with your life, but not with my brother.” He watched as Jason jumped into the back seat of the van. “I should have been here to take care of you two after Joel died.”

“It would’ve been nice to see you, but we’re not your responsibility—then or now.” She shivered as the breeze lifted locks of her hair from her shoulders. “Harold and Linda help a lot. They’re wonderful grandparents.”

“I’m sure they are. Once Jason becomes a teenager, though, Dad will probably lose his Grandpa of the Year awards.”

“Perhaps.” She crossed her arms over her chest and strode down the sidewalk, away from the van. As Jarrett kept pace beside her, she blew a stream of white air from her mouth. “Joel headed for Afghanistan a few months after you left home. He returned injured and angry. My boyfriend’s sweet, quiet brother was gone. He was different, harder. More like you. We got to know one another on a more personal level, and marriage felt like the next step.”

“If Joel were here, I’d probably knock his lights out before I congratulated him. He couldn’t have picked a better woman to marry.”

She blushed.

A horn blared from behind them. As they turned toward the van, the horn blasted again.

Jarrett spat a curse. “That man is a dick.”

Marissa grumbled a few choice words as well.

He stroked the third finger on her left hand. Joel’s engagement ring and wedding band had taken the place of Jarrett’s faux sapphire promise ring, but he couldn’t feel the indention or shape of any kind of ring beneath her wool glove. How he longed to feel the warmth and softness of her skin. Should he rip off his gloves, strip away hers, and feather kisses on her flesh? The shaft in his jeans thickened. Could he be any more pathetic?

“Are you all right?”

Her quiet voice skewered him. “I should go. I don’t belong here.” He kissed her hand and backed away.

“Jarrett, wait.” She grabbed his arm. “Have lunch with me. Jason can stay with Linda and Harold for a while.”

His heart skipped a beat. “Sure.” Why the hell did he say that? He needed to go, but how could he deny such a simple request? His heart longed for her—had never stopped. He followed her gaze across the snowy lots of hallowed earth.

“Where’s your car?” Her eyes widened as she grinned. “Is that your motorcycle at the caretaker’s station?”

“Yeah, I parked it there while I got directions from the clerk to Joel’s plot.”

“You’ve upgraded. Take me for a ride?”

“Um—okay.”

“Great. Wait here.” She hurried to the van, spoke with Linda, and kissed Jason goodbye. Then she walked with Jarrett to the parking lot.

The van passed as Jarrett handed Marissa his full-face helmet. After he rummaged through a saddlebag, he secured a pair of goggles to his head and straddled the black-and-chrome machine.

“Why are you driving a bike in the winter? Aren’t you freezing?”

He shrugged. “It’s all I have. It doesn’t snow much in San Francisco, so I didn’t think about the weather until it was too late. But the jacket keeps me warm enough.”

“Is that where you live?”

“Yeah.” Shit. He better watch his mouth around her.

Marissa slung the strap of her purse around her neck and shoulder before shoving on the helmet.

Her curly hair trailed down her back in waves of luscious red. His cock thickened, and he bit back a groan. Down, boy. A shiver snaked up his back as she climbed on behind him and gripped his waist. How would he survive? He kicked the clutch and started the engine. Her legs clenched around his, just as he remembered.

He shouldn’t do this. A distraction like Marissa could cost him everything. He’d fucked with the wrong people and needed to go so deep underground they’d never find him. But of course, they would someday, especially with that price on his head. Not that it mattered. He’d be the last man standing at the end—no doubt about it—but he would give up his life and his freedom in a heartbeat to save Marissa Reinn Brandt.
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Chapter Two
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“I can’t believe you talked me into this.” Jarrett bit back a curse as Marissa pulled him down the walkway to his parents’ home. “I’m in no shape to see them.”

He’d spent most of the day with Marissa in a little café before returning to the cemetery to say goodbye to Joel. He should’ve dropped her off somewhere and hit the road, but she’d leveled her don’t mess with me glare at him, and his balls shriveled up.

How did he ever leave her in the first place?

Marissa rolled her eyes. “Your mom wants you here. So does Jason. They were excited when I called.”

“And Dad?”

“Linda said she’d handle him.”

He huffed as they ascended the steps of the wraparound porch. “She’s not brave enough to handle him.”

“Don’t start. Your mother is strong when it counts. Just because she doesn’t hit or yell, doesn’t mean she’s a kicked-in-the-ass dog. Give her a chance, your dad too. If the arguing gets too much, leave, but I’ll be going with you.”

“Whatever.” He blew out a deep breath, and the puff of white faded in the breeze. The streetlights gleaming off snowy yards pushed back the shadows blanketing his old neighborhood. His gut twisted. He shouldn’t be here, had never wanted to return, but he’d done a helluva lot of shit he didn’t want to do. Why should this be any different? He reached for the doorbell as Marissa popped open the screen door.

She arched her eyebrow. “They consider me a daughter and get offended when I knock.”

Jarrett followed her in and dropped his backpack on the floor. The scent of peppermint filled his nostrils. After she shut the door, sealing off his route to freedom, he shrugged off his jacket and stuffed his gloves in a pocket. Fuck. This topped his list of stupid ideas. Maybe he should excuse himself to the bathroom and sneak out the window? After he helped Marissa out of her coat, he hung their heavy garments on the same coat rack that had occupied the corner since he was a child.

The glow from the strands of cheery white lights on the paneled walls reflected off several pictures, but the eight-by-ten in the silver frame nearly ripped his heart from his rib cage—Marissa and his brother on their wedding day. Her hair shimmered like a veil of rubies, and her mouthwatering ivory dress hugged her succulent curves. Joel grinned as if he was the luckiest man alive.

Footsteps echoed from another room. He steeled his spine as his mother entered the foyer. More wrinkles than he remembered branched from her eyes and lips. Her dark-green dress sheathed a couple of extra pounds, but he bet she still turned the heads of appreciative older men when she walked down the street.
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