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She’s going after what’s hers.

When Lana’s mom died, she was heartbroken. And when her mom’s business partner stole a priceless family heirloom, she vowed to get it back. The former thief has no problem taking what’s hers—except this time she ends up stealing more than she bargained for. Now Lana is in possession of dangerous information, the kind that could get her and anyone she cares about killed. When the man who broke her heart shows up offering to help—a man she thought was dead—she accepts. But only because she needs a trained partner to pull off her next job. And this time she’ll protect her heart at all costs. Teague already broke it once. She won’t let him in again, no matter how much he tempts her.

And it could get her killed.

Black Ops agent Teague has been watching Lana from the shadows for months. It killed him to keep his distance but he couldn’t let her know he was alive until he was sure it was safe—until his enemies were dead. But now she’s in grave danger and she’s his to protect, always has been. He never got over Lana; she’s in his blood. He’s just got to prove she can trust him—and convince her to give him a second chance. But first they’ll have to work together to stop a monster—and outrun the people who want them dead.


For all the dreamers.
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CHAPTER ONE



Lana froze at the sound of the mansion’s alarm going off, inwardly cursing even as she planned her escape. She’d disabled the cameras remotely before breaking in and she was supposed to have had twelve minutes in this office.

Hell, maybe the cameras were still disabled and something else had gone wrong. Couldn’t worry about it now.

She grabbed the cash from the safe she’d cracked, shoved it into her backpack along with the other paperwork inside. It wasn’t what she’d come for, but screw it. Jeremy Cashe deserved everything she took from him, the corrupt bastard. She’d take everything she could until she got back what he’d stolen from her.

As she stepped away from the wall safe, she swiped the laptop on his desk and tucked it into the waterproof sleeve of her backpack before she hoisted it on.

Footsteps pounded in the distance, coming up the stairs, it sounded like. Gloves and mask firmly in place, she eased out through the French doors onto the patio.

Lightning forked across the sky, illuminating the big, lush yard and Atlantic Ocean beyond it. She pressed her back against the wall as she scanned below for security.

There’d been a skeleton crew here tonight while Cashe was at some benefit, and he’d been planning to go to his “love nest” afterward. Tonight had been perfect for her to hit his main residence.

She heard the door to his office bang open behind her, knew there was no more time. She hurried to the thick rope she’d already tied to the side of the stone balustrade.

Hoisting herself over, she unhooked it, looked below, then rappelled down in seconds. As the soles of her boots hit the pavement of the patio, a voice from above shouted.

“Stop!”

Oh okay, yeah, just let me stop. So not happening. Leaving the rope behind whipping in the wind, she sprinted across the lawn as more lightning fractured across the sky and the first raindrops hit her in the face. She spotted two heavily built figures in the distance, across the pool. They were heading her way fast. Thunder rumbled overhead, the sound nearly deafening.

Dirt and grass erupted a foot away from her—they were shooting! The wind was so loud she hadn’t heard the gunfire—or maybe they were using silencers.

Adrenaline surged through her as another flash of lightning erupted overhead. Rain was slamming into her face as she continued to run, making it difficult to see. At least that meant her pursuers were dealing with the same visibility issues.

Suddenly an explosion sounded behind her. Instinct, born of training since she was fourteen, ensured she didn’t turn around.

There were multiple shouts of alarm as she continued sprinting to the water.

She was almost to the dock. Almost to freedom. She reached into her back pocket, pulled her goggles out in preparation.

The lights on the docks winked out suddenly. She nearly stumbled, but kept going. She glanced behind her, saw everything was dark around the pool and the house itself. The power must have gone out, she realized as she hit the dock, still running. That was what that explosion had been, a transformer blowing.

The rain was so thick she couldn’t see the men chasing her, but she could hear the pounding of their feet in the distance.

Heart racing, she turned back around and shoved her goggles onto her face even as she dove off the end of the dock.

The shock of the chilly water punched through her, but she didn’t slow down as she swam under the dock, backtracking underneath it. Treading water, she unhooked the handheld underwater jet from the dock’s column. Divers used them and she’d been practicing with hers for this very night. Rain poured down around her, but the dock gave her cover as she felt around for the on switch. It was so damn dark and the choppy water wasn’t making this any easier.

“Where is he?” a male voice said from somewhere above her. Not directly on top of her at least, but moving.

And they thought she was a man? That was something. Her face mask and all-black clothing had likely helped with that.

“Quiet,” another male voice ordered, the footsteps moving away, toward the far end of the dock. She’d already backtracked so they were likely looking out into the water—or trying to. The rain was still too thick to see much.

Where was the stupid switch— There! She turned the switch on and the small propellor engine flared to life.

“What the hell!”

She dove back underwater as another rumble of thunder shook everything, guiding the handheld jet propulsion in the murky waters. Lightning flashed overhead, giving her minimal light as she steered downward until she skimmed the sandy ocean floor. She couldn’t see for shit, but her goggles helped a little—at least she wasn’t getting salt water in her eyes.

Navigation was difficult, but she knew the general direction to go—away from the damn house.

A bullet whizzed past her, but she gripped the device tight, her lungs feeling the burn as she held her breath.

Inwardly, she began counting, using the focus to ignore the wild shifts in the current and the men who wanted to kill her.

After two minutes it was too much and she surfaced. She sucked in air as she breached through the waves. Instead of immediately diving back down, she slowed her speed and scanned her surroundings. Rain pelted her goggles, but she knew where she was, about four mansions down from Cashe’s house.

Lana couldn’t even see his house anymore and she couldn’t see the men who’d been chasing her, which was good, but she still wasn’t far enough away. They could easily follow her in a boat.

But at least she was still close to the shore, would be able to use the land as a guide to the little boat she’d left tied up a few more houses down.

After adjusting her goggles, she turned the speed back up and let the machine pull her through the water. It went five miles per hour, which wasn’t much, but it was enough to do the job—to put distance between her and Cashe’s residence fast.

The wind-driven waves were too much, slowing her down as she tried not to choke, so she dove back underwater and held her breath.

She did this three more times, going up to grab air before diving right back down, before she reached her boat.

She’d tied it up at the end of a dock, of someone currently on vacation. Lights flared on, illuminating the house beyond.

Her adrenaline spiked until she realized it was the power flickering back on.

Ignoring it, she dumped the propulsion pack in the boat, then slung her backpack over the gunwale before she crawled inside.

Breathing rapidly, she scrambled to the back, tugged on the cord, once, twice—the engine flared to life.

Heart still hammering against her chest, she shoved the goggles onto her head as she steered the dinghy away from the dock. The rain had eased but the wind hadn’t.

Waves lapped over the sides, making her question the decision to use such a small craft. But this had been the only one small enough to keep hidden and not draw any attention from nosy neighbors.

She buzzed along, but dread still ate at her gut because she wasn’t out of danger yet. Thunder boomed overhead, shaking the dock she passed by.

Instinctively, she hunkered down, but it wouldn’t protect her if lightning hit her boat. Gritting her teeth, she guided the boat into the canal. She was so close to her escape she could taste it.

A loud roar sounded behind her.

Blood rushing in her ears, she barely felt the sting of the rain hitting her cheeks as she turned around.

She couldn’t see anyone, but they were coming for her. She could feel it in her bones. And if they caught her…they’d kill her. Or torture her, then kill her. So, not great options.

“Come on, come on,” she growled to the engine, which was at max capacity—5.6 miles an hour.

Lana hadn’t expected them to follow in a boat, but she should have.

Always expect the unexpected. Her mother’s most often spoken words reverberated in her mind.

As the canal dead-ended into a T, she took a right into the smaller canal. Thunder boomed so loud she couldn’t hear her own engine for a moment. But as it faded, she heard the whine of the other one in the distance.

Come on, come on, come on, she chanted as she sped toward the boat launch. Waves sloshed against the two docks on either side of it.

As she jerked to a halt in front of the nearest one, she tossed the rope around one of the hitches but didn’t bother tying it.

A huge engine gunned in the distance. They’d be on her soon.

With shaking hands, she slid her backpack on and dove onto the dock. She hated leaving her handheld jet behind but it was too heavy and would slow her down. And she’d bought the thing with cash so she wasn’t worried about it being traced back to her.

At the last minute tugged her mask back over her face. She hadn’t seen any cameras around when she’d reconned this boat launch, but she believed in being careful.

Lana slipped at the end of the dock, slammed down onto one knee, but shoved up and sprinted across the gravel. As she reached her car, a sleek-looking boat crashed straight into her dinghy and the dock, sending wood flying everywhere.

Holy shit.

If she hadn’t been running for her life, she’d have stopped and stared.

Instead she dove into the front seat, started the engine and raced away just as a man jumped onto the side of the dock that hadn’t been destroyed.

Too little, too late, asshole, she thought as she sped through the exit of the marina parking lot and onto a four-lane road. Rain pounded against her windshield, the wipers working overtime as she blended in with the many vehicles out tonight.

Her heart rate was still wild, however. It finally evened out into a steady beat once she was ten solid miles away. Her pursuers didn’t have a car and had no other way to follow her. But she would definitely have to ditch this vehicle soon.

Only then would she head back to her hideout—and find out exactly what was on Cashe’s laptop. Maybe there was something worthwhile on that laptop, something she’d be able to leverage.

She just had to stay alive and hidden long enough to figure out if she had anything good on him.


CHAPTER TWO



Jeremy Cashe strode around his office, looking everything over carefully. He purposefully did not have a camera in here, and while he didn’t regret it, he was still pissed that someone had managed to break into his house—had known to come straight to his office.

He glared at the empty spot on his desk where his laptop should have been. Normally he locked it away but he’d been in a hurry earlier, already late for the gala. He took a deep breath, turned to face his head of security, Leon Miller.

Leon had been with him for two years and had come highly recommended. He was a lean, wiry man with bronze skin and wolflike eyes. He had military experience and still had the rigid bearing. Now Jeremy was wondering if he was worth the high salary he’d been commanding.

“What. Happened.” He glanced at the still-open safe. The very empty safe. There’d only been about fifty grand in there, but it had been part of his “run money” should he ever need it. Same with the extra passports and various paperwork. Now some unknown asshole had it. At least his laptop was encrypted, but nothing was ever truly safe from prying eyes. Tonight was a prime example. His home should have been untouchable.

“Whoever broke in was skilled. They used the thunderstorm and the fact that you’d taken a portion of your security to the gala to their advantage.”

He clenched his jaw. He’d been the one to insist the house would be fine tonight; it was why he’d taken his security with him. Leon had wanted to keep more men behind, but Jeremy had received a few threats lately and he’d wanted to be careful. He ignored Leon’s statement. “I pay for state-of-the-art security on top of my personal security. So again, what happened?”

“Whoever broke in hacked the cameras and disabled them. Then they somehow caused the security system to go into a reset mode. It looked natural, as if the storm caused a power surge and a reset.”

“What did they leave behind?” Leon had told Jeremy that he and a couple others had followed the thief to a marina, but they’d left a boat among other stuff behind.

“An underwater propulsion device. It’s normally used by divers. They escaped using it before anyone realized what was going on. It gave them a decent head start. But I took your boat and followed. I’ve had everything dusted for fingerprints, including the dinghy they abandoned at the marina. So far…there’s nothing.”

“What do you mean, nothing?”

“No prints at all. None. It was wiped before they ever used any of it. This was clearly a pro. They were no doubt hired by someone. I have a list of your enemies, but—”

“I can narrow this down to a handful of potentials.” He was involved in a number of illegal activities, though to the outside world he was a pillar of the community. Which was why he had to handle this carefully. No police could ever be involved.

Leon nodded once, then continued. “I’m going to be pulling camera feeds from all local places near the marina for the last few weeks. They left a getaway vehicle there, so they have to have done recon.”

“How did they get inside my house?” he snapped, his temper cracking. He prided himself on being able to contain his emotions, but right now fire burned under the surface.

“I believe they came in from the west side, used the trees and darkness as cover. And you saw how they escaped.”

Jeremy pushed open one of the French doors, saw the rope still dangling from the balustrade. The storm had subsided, but the stone was damp and the air had a chilly bite to it. With each gust of wind, the rope snapped against the concrete below. Mocking him. “Someone needs to cut that down.” Its mere presence pissed him off, the reminder of this violation a wound to his ego.

It made him think of all the information on that laptop.

“May I make a suggestion?” Leon asked, his tone still annoyingly neutral as Jeremy stepped back inside.

He nodded once.

“I will be searching for this person—who I believe is a woman.”

Jeremy’s eyebrows shot up at that. “No one mentioned that to me.”

“I cannot be certain, but I saw them running away at the marina. It could be a slender man, but maybe it was their gait or…my subconscious seeing what was there. Their movements felt very female. They were fast and nimble.”

He nodded once, contemplating. “That could narrow things down a bit as far as who could have been hired. So what is your suggestion?”

“As I said, I’ll be searching for the woman—and who hired her. But I know of an investigator, a very good one, who will have the resources and be able to focus all his attention on this. You still have upcoming meetings that I will need to focus on security for. Unless of course I’m fired, then this is all a moot point. And I would still recommend this person, regardless.”

“You’re not fired. Not yet,” he bit out. “I’m not happy, but this is one mistake in two years.” And the truth was Leon was correct. Jeremy had upcoming meetings and other events where he needed top-notch security. Leon might have fucked up tonight, but he was still excellent at what he did, especially when it came to personal security. Which was Jeremy’s main need now. That, and getting that damn laptop back.

“I know I’ve said it, but I am sorry. This should not have happened.” Leon’s tone was stiff.

He didn’t want apologies. “Call your investigator. His priority is retrieving that laptop. And I want to know who broke in here. I want who hired them as well, but everyone involved will pay for this.”

Leon nodded, his jaw firm. “Consider it done.”

Jeremy glanced around his office, felt the rage start to bubble up all over again. But he ruthlessly shoved it back down. Men who lost their tempers, men like his deceased father, were pathetic and weak. A man should be able to control himself, his baser instincts.

It was the ones who rambled and ranted on and on about their greatness who were weak, needy fools. He didn’t need others to know just how much power he wielded, how much money he’d been making over the last few years. The ones who mattered knew—corrupt judges, politicians, doctors he had in his pocket. So many little important cogs in the machine he was building.

On paper he’d taken a few hits financially over the last year, but was still solid enough. He paid all his taxes—on his legally gained money. He wasn’t on anyone’s radar.

But there was enough information on that laptop that if it fell into the wrong hands, it could pose a very dangerous threat to him. To others connected to him.

And if the others discovered this breach… No, they could never know about this potential breach of information. He wouldn’t be safe then. More importantly, someone might target his daughter. He’d gone to great lengths to keep her existence quiet—almost no one knew about her connection to him—but if the wrong people were pissed off enough, they’d tear his life apart. He couldn’t allow any danger to come to her.

At that thought, sweat broke out along his spine despite the breeze blowing in from the still-open door.

As long as no one managed to break the encryption on that laptop, he could continue to live his life the way he enjoyed. At the top.

And his daughter would be safe.


CHAPTER THREE



Teague Munroe’s phone buzzed in his pocket, but he didn’t glance at it as he pressed the talk button on his Bluetooth. Only a handful of people had this number. And at the moment he was busy watching a corrupt state official across the street, out with one of his mistresses. “Yeah,” he murmured.

“It’s Leon. I might have something for you.”

Teague lifted his coffee mug, indicating to the waitress at the 24/7 diner that he wanted a refill. The food here was shockingly good, as was the coffee. Had to be one of Miami’s best-kept secrets. And the view of the motel across the street was perfect. The man he’d been tailing disappeared into room 212, the same one he always used. So, so stupid. “What is it?” he asked as he pulled up the camera feeds he’d already hidden in the motel room.

Leon paused, then spoke again. “Someone broke into my boss’s place tonight. Just like you said.”

Yeah, Teague had figured Lana would break into Cashe’s place. The woman was skilled. His woman. Unfortunately, she wasn’t actually his. Not yet anyway. But she owned him nonetheless, had for years. “What happened?”

“They got away, but ripped off Cashe’s laptop and about fifty grand from his safe. There might have been some other paperwork in the safe, but he didn’t say.” Leon’s voice was low, barely audible, so he was likely calling from Cashe’s residence.

“Any video evidence?” he asked, even as he set his cell phone down. He’d muted the video feed, not needing to hear what the two in the motel were doing. They were consenting adults, but unfortunately this particular state official was using taxpayer money for his extracurricular activities. So very stupid.

“No. Video feeds were disabled, as was the security system. Whoever is behind this…was good. I know what you told me, but I didn’t realize what was going on until they set off a trip wire in Cashe’s office. They might not have even realized what they did. It was subtle, connected to his safe. And it was recently installed.”

Okay, that was good. No one knew it was Lana, and from the sound of it, Leon wasn’t sure of the person’s gender either. “What does your boss want?” Jeremy Cashe was a corrupt businessman who’d been operating in Miami for decades. He’d flown under the radar of most law enforcement agencies. But not all of them—he’d landed on a watch list for a suspected link to terrorism. Teague wasn’t involved in the investigation—not his agency—but he knew about it.

“To find whoever broke in, and whoever hired them. He’s trying to be calm, but he’s out for blood.”

“What’s on the laptop?”

“I don’t know.” But Leon’s pause said otherwise. “But I suggested he hire an investigator to hunt down the perpetrator and he told me to do it. That’s why I’m calling. I figured you’d want to be involved with whatever this is.”

“I accept your job offer,” he said dryly. Leon owed him a handful of favors. And Teague had known that Lana would eventually go after Cashe, so he’d made a preemptive call to Leon months ago. Teague had ordered Leon to call him if and when someone broke into Cashe’s place. He didn’t want anyone else hunting down Lana. It was his responsibility to keep her safe and this was the best way to do it. He’d pose as the investigator looking for her. Because if he was “looking” for her, no one else would be. He could spin the narrative the way he wanted, point Cashe in any direction he chose.

“Cashe will expect updates,” Leon murmured, his voice dropping even lower.

“And I’ll give them to you. I’ll also expect him to pay me a hefty deposit up front. I’ll send you the account he can deposit funds into.” He was going to have fun creating a wild story about who’d broken into Cashe’s place and why. Teague had been working in Black Ops for a few years, had multiple covers. Investigator was one of them. Leon didn’t even know his real name.

“Of course. So are we square?”

“Not even close.” He hung up. He didn’t like Leon, not one bit, but the man was a useful tool. Teague had many of them all over the world. Assets who often came in handy.

He pulled out a few twenties, dropped them on the table. It was more than enough to cover the omelet and coffee. He glanced at his screen as he stood, saw the amorous couple already finishing. Shaking his head, he pocketed his cell and strode out into the chilly, damp air.

The thunderstorm from earlier had faded and now a light mist coated his face and jacket within moments. It was quiet this close to midnight, the diner’s parking lot nearly empty. No one paid him any attention as he made his way across the lot, then the street and into the motel lot across the street.

After glancing around, he slipped into the plain, four-door sedan he’d be ditching later tonight, turned on the volume of the video feed.

“When are you going to tell your wife you’re leaving?” The woman’s voice had a tinny quality to it, making him frown. There might be interference with the feed.

“I can’t do it now.” The man crawled onto the bed, shirtless, his expression so damn sincere. “She’s dealing with some medical issues. I know she’s a nightmare, and you know she’s a nightmare, but it’ll look awful to the public. I just have to wait until she’s back on her feet, then we’ll part ways amicably. She wants this as much as me, trust me. The timing just has to be right.”

The man really was an incredible actor. Had a thick head of hair, and a charming smile that fooled so many people into voting for him. He had bigger aspirations, Teague knew. But he wasn’t careful enough, frequented the same motels with far too much consistency. For some reason he assumed he wouldn’t get caught. Probably because so many before him had done the same damn thing. Too bad for him, he was using state funds and had gotten on the wrong side of some powerful people. They wanted blackmail material and had hired Teague to get it. Well, not him, but one of his covers—“Mr. Smith,” the investigator who could get damn near any information.

Shaking his head as he listened to the woman drink up the lies, he closed the feed, then uploaded the video to the file where he’d saved a plethora of other evidence. He sent it to the man who’d hired him, then decided to send a different file with similar evidence to the state official’s wife. It was anonymous and would give the douchebag’s wife enough ammo to divorce him cleanly.

And she wasn’t sick, wasn’t recovering from any illness. From Teague’s investigating, he’d discovered she was an accomplished attorney who loved her husband and believed his lies. But he’d signed an airtight prenup—on the woman’s family’s insistence—and her family was well known in Miami. No way in hell he’d ever walk away from that kind of money and power. Now, he was going to get kicked to the curb. Teague didn’t think the wife would make the videos public either. No, she’d use them to get a quiet, quick divorce.

Feeling good about outing such human garbage, he steered out of the parking lot. Almost immediately he saw that he was being followed.

Of course. Unsurprised, but still annoyed, he kept his driving steady as he made his way through the streets of Miami, sticking to the business district. The roads were wider and there weren’t many people out this time of night. Not in this area anyway. There were no clubs or open businesses here.

As the rain started picking up, he turned on the windshield wipers. The pattering of the raindrops and swishing were the only noises as he continued driving to a storage facility area. The driver of the truck following him hung back as Teague turned into the parking lot.

The vehicle kept going, passed the entrance—but Teague spotted the vehicle pull a U-turn.

Energy buzzed through him as he quickly pulled around to the back, parked and got out. The owner of this storage facility didn’t pay more than minimum wage so the night guard didn’t do anything other than sleep or watch videos online. And Teague didn’t blame the guy. You got what you paid for.

Water splashed under his boots as he hurried to the storage container he’d rented under a pseudonym weeks ago. It was just one of many. His job had taught him to be well prepared so he always had exit plans.

He waited long enough for the driver to cruise by the aisle of storage containers and see him duck inside one.

As soon as he was inside, he pulled the door halfway down instead of fully. Then he hoisted himself up, using the metal bars he’d installed directly above the rolling door to climb up. He stood on the bars, poised in place and ready to attack.

People rarely looked up when going about their business. Trained assassins were a different breed, however, so if whoever was tailing him was good, there was a chance they’d look up instead of scanning the interior of the container.

Which was why he’d lined the back of this place with LED lights. He’d bought the contents of this container in an auction and left all the junk inside. It was mostly antique furniture that was molding. Junk for sure, but it would draw the eye of anyone who entered. They’d think he was either hiding behind it or retrieving something.

He slid his hand into one of his pockets, retrieved his Ka-Bar, while he kept his other hand on the remote control to the LED lights.

Splash, splash.

The person was moving closer.

A rustling from below sounded, then a silencer came into view—quickly followed by a pistol and the owner of said weapon.

Teague pressed the on button on the remote control.

The back of the container lit up in a rainbow of flashing colors. The man below stiffened and just started firing.

Teague dropped down behind him silently, had him by the jaw before he could even react. He made quick work of him, sliced his throat in moments. The silenced pistol clattered to the concrete floor before Teague eased the body down next to it.

Before he did anything, he shut the rolling door and turned on the regular lights. Just because the night guard sucked didn’t mean someone random wouldn’t stumble across this scene.

Ignoring the pooling blood, he quickly patted the man down, looking for any ID or forms of communication. He didn’t find anything, not that he’d actually expected to. But he took the man’s prints, took pictures of the three tattoos on his body, then texted a number with all the images.

Need a cleanup tonight.

He received a thumbs-up emoji as a response. That was that.

Teague knew who wanted him dead and also knew the man was running very low on funds. He wouldn’t be able to afford to send someone after him again. Which was the whole point. Teague’s boss was using him as bait to bring Sasha Sorkov out into the open.

Since the job had taken him to Miami, he’d jumped at the chance. Especially since he knew Lana was putting herself in danger by going after Cashe.

He might be here for a job, but she was his priority. He’d keep her safe from the shadows unless he was forced out of them. After tonight, he had a feeling he wasn’t going to remain hidden much longer.


CHAPTER FOUR



“Lana, good to see you!” Grant Caldwell stepped back as he opened the front door to the home he shared with his wife and kids. “Belle’s in the kitchen waiting,” he said as he cuddled their six-month-old on his big shoulder. “And she saved you some of her mom’s revani cake.”

“My mouth literally just started watering,” she said, laughing as she shut the door behind her. Lana loved being at the Caldwells’. Belle had taken her under her wing years ago, and while Grant looked a little intimidating—okay, a lot—he was like this giant teddy bear with his wife and girls. And he treated Lana like one of Belle’s younger cousins, which she could admit she liked. She’d never had any siblings and this family was simply wonderful. She’d loved her mom, but she’d always wanted a big family to belong to.

She’d been here many times, knew her way around the house, and quickly found Belle in the kitchen, her daughters Athena and Katerina sitting at the island top. After breaking in to Cashe’s place last night, she was glad for the sense of normalcy right now.

“Lana!” Athena stood on her stool and dived at Lana, with no care for her safety.

Heart rate kicking up, she lunged forward and caught the seven-year-old in midair.

“I knew you’d catch me!” Athena had one volume—loud.

Lana laughed even as she willed her heart rate back to normal. This child was always on, like a small tornado that never stopped. “Are you supposed to be diving off stools?”

Athena just cackled as Lana set her on her feet. Then she grabbed a donut from her plate and ran off.

“I wish I could say it’s normally not like this here, but you’d know I was lying,” Belle said as she stood at the stove pouring pancake batter into a pan. Her thick dark hair was pulled back in a ponytail and she still had on her pajamas—which told Lana it had been a tough morning.

Katerina, two years younger than Athena but far more serious even at five, shook her head. “That girl is going to break her leg one day.”

Lana snorted out a laugh at her flat tone, then looked at Belle, who was shaking her head.

“Why don’t you go check on Athena?” Belle asked. “Make sure she’s not breaking any bones, huh?”

Katerina let out a put-upon sigh, but grabbed a donut as well and jumped down, racing in the direction of her sister.

“You’re my hero,” Lana said as she grabbed a Lysol wipe, started cleaning the messy countertops.

“See, this is why you’re always welcome here. My kitchen is always cleaner after you visit. And you never judge my hurricane children.” Belle grinned as Lana continued tidying up.

“I expect to be paid with food. Grant said something about revani cake?”

“There’s plenty. My mom gave strict orders that I better send a plateful home with you. She also made a bunch of other stuff—and labeled it for you.”

Lana snickered slightly. That definitely sounded like Eirene Manikas. “I love her so much.”

She started putting up the clean dishes in the rack by the sink, basically making herself at home. Lana knew she had a bit of a neurosis to keep things clean, but when she was here she simply liked to help Belle and acted as if she really was part of the family. They made her feel grounded, reminded her that while her own mom was gone, she still had people who loved her, even if they weren’t related by blood. Sometimes she wondered what they’d think of her if they knew the things she’d done. And it shamed her, so she tried not to dwell on it ever. But it was hard sometimes.

“She loves you too… So how are you doing? Really?” Belle’s expression turned sympathetic. Not overly so, not enough to make Lana uncomfortable, but the kindness and caring was right at the surface. And Belle was one of the most stunning women she’d ever met. She had that “movie star” quality that some people were simply born with. One of those truly gorgeous humans walking around with mere mortals. She was petite, with olive-hued skin and bright emerald eyes. People often did double takes when she walked by.

She was definitely one of the most popular nurses at the hospital, though that had everything to do with her bedside manner. She had a way of making people feel at ease, safe.

“Okay. Not terrible, but not great either. So, okay I guess.” Lana wouldn’t lie to Belle, not about this. Her mom had died—been murdered. Something that was difficult to even think about. She’d always looked up to Belle as a sort of older cousin or sister type. Their moms had been friends, though Lana’s mom had dragged her around the world growing up so she hadn’t seen Belle as much as she’d have liked. But they’d often visited Miami between the jobs her mom had set up, and when Lana had turned twenty, her mother had made her promise to leave their stealing ways behind.

The change in her mom, the demand that Lana start walking the straight and narrow, had been abrupt. But Lana had always craved her mother’s approval. It was why she’d gotten a degree in nursing. That, and she liked helping people. It had been a strenuous program, one she was proud to have finished. Even if she was taking a short break. At twenty-six, she’d never had a real break, and after…everything that had happened to her recently, she needed downtime.

“I…think I just need a break from everything,” she continued. Well, that and she was determined to get back what Cashe had stolen from her mom immediately after her death. Lana couldn’t rest until she had her family heirloom back. The fact that the necklace was worth millions obviously mattered, but it was the history as well. It had belonged to her great-grandmother, had been snuck into the country with her when she’d immigrated. It was the only real piece of her family history she had left, the last piece of her mom. They’d moved so much over the years and had never had any roots. She’d always felt adrift, but that necklace was something she’d always associated with her mom, with whatever home they lived in.

She was getting it back no matter what it took.

“Is that why you’re not taking the permanent position at the hospital?” Belle asked. “I know they offered you the job.”

Oh, of course she knew. Belle had recently been promoted to the CNO position—Chief Nursing Officer.

Lana had been offered a permanent position at the hospital after six months in her traveling position. She’d been working as a traveling nurse the last few years, and then six months ago had ended up back in Miami. And she’d kept extending her contract here instead of moving on. She loved Miami, loved the weather, the people. And the fact that she actually had friends here helped too.

Then her mom had been killed, the man she loved had died, and she’d discovered that Cashe had stolen from her, all in the span of a couple days. Though Belle only knew about her mom’s death, not the death of Teague or the theft. Those were Lana’s secrets to keep.

It was all so much, Lana felt as if she was drowning sometimes. She couldn’t accept a permanent job yet. “Sort of. I love it here, I want to stay here. I just…need to get some things figured out first. So I took a little break. My traveling contract is over and I told the hospital I’m taking a month to get some life stuff in order. They said they’d hold the position.”

“They definitely will. There’s such a shortage right now and they really want you,” Belle said almost absently as she quickly scraped off a burned pancake and tossed it into the trash. “Oops.”

Freshly poured coffee in hand, Lana leaned against the countertop next to Belle. “What else do you need help with?” The kitchen was straightened and the pancakes smelled amazing. Though she wanted revani cake more than anything.

“Nothing. And come here. I didn’t get my hug.” Belle, who was a good four inches shorter, pulled her into a tight grip.

Lana blinked back the unexpected rush of tears as her friend enveloped her. She’d gone without much human contact since her mom died, since Teague… God, she couldn’t even think the words. Couldn’t think about him, about all the unsaid things between them. They’d been friends for years, then had one blissful night together and then—he’d just been gone.

Now it was too late to say all the things that mattered. Her mom and Teague were gone forever. Some days she felt as if she had no one.

But not today. “You give the best hugs,” she murmured, the scent of coconut and lemon surrounding her.

“True,” Belle said as she stepped back. “Your cake is in the fridge. I think you need a couple pieces right now.”

Lana wasn’t going to argue with that. The sweet orangey citrus sponge cake was pure heaven and she was going to drown her feelings in food. Some days, that was the only thing to do for a hurt heart.

[image: ]



Lana glanced at her reflection in the mirrored glass doors of the small condo building, and pulled in a breath. She looked nothing like she normally did—nothing like just a couple hours ago at Belle’s place. Not with her platinum bob wig which was cut in a sharp angle, covering her ears and parts of her face if she kept it tilted just right. And her large sunglasses did a great job of covering the rest of it.

She’d opted to wear a bandage-style dress in bright pink, with matching pink heels that had little pink bows on the back. Her purse was slightly bigger than a clutch—she needed something to haul away her necklace if she ended up finding it today.

Right now she was hitting all of Jeremy Cashe’s known properties. He also had a safety-deposit box, but that was last on her list. She wasn’t quite sure how she would pull off getting into that. At least not without a partner. And with her mom gone… She swallowed hard, but instead of pushing back her emotions, she leaned into her grief.

She needed to muster up some tears for the man behind the desk.

The security in the six-story exclusive condominium building, which had only two condos on each floor, was decent. Nothing she couldn’t break into, but this was the easiest, quickest way to get into Cashe’s condo and get a peek around. She’d done enough recon of this place to know that this was the right time of day and the right doorman/security to target. He was a father of three girls and she had a feeling he would be sympathetic to her plight based on some phone conversations she’d overheard when he’d been on break.

“Hi,” she said as she approached the desk. “I’m hoping you can help me.” She allowed a tremble in her voice, her bottom lip quivering. Unlike her mom, she wasn’t great at acting. She could pull things off in a pinch, but she didn’t love this. Heck, she didn’t miss any of this. When she’d been working jobs with her mom she’d been so young, in her teens. She hadn’t really been afraid of getting caught, but she had been worried about her mom getting caught. If something had happened, Lana had known she’d have no one to take care of her.

“Is everything all right?” He was about six feet tall, and his little nametag read “John.”

She wiped at her eyes under her sunglasses, keeping them on for now. There were a couple security cameras in here, and while the goal was to never get caught or cause a need for anyone to review the cameras, she was aware of them. “I hope so. I…was here a few nights ago as a guest of Jeremy Cashe.” She instantly saw the change in John’s stance.

Distaste flickered across his face before he schooled his expression. Yeah, he didn’t like the guy either. “Mr. Cashe isn’t here.” He looked around the minimalist-style lobby but there was no one there. Just as Lana had planned. It was right after lunch, and from watching the place, from now until about two the lobby was usually empty. Tons of natural light streamed in, the bottom floor all windows. There was a small seating area that faced the quiet two-lane street, for guests to wait, as well as a coffee and water bar.

“I…I know.” She wiped at her face again. “It’s over between us. I found out he’s been dating at least four other women behind my back. He told me he loved me, that…” She sniffled, then stood up a little straighter. “Well, it doesn’t matter now. I was stupid for believing him. My father told me he was too charming and I didn’t listen.”

The tenseness in his shoulders lessened and he let out a sigh. “Ma’am—”

“Look, I’m not asking for much. I just left behind some things,” she said, dropping her voice. “And he refuses to give them back to me.” She looked away, as if embarrassed. “It’s silly I guess, just a pair of heels—but they were a gift from my mom. They’re Louboutins and I can tell you exactly where they are, exactly what they look like.” She mixed truth into her lies, something her mom had taught her.

“Ma’am—”

“They’re beige leather, four-inch open-toed heels. The little straps around the ankles and across the toes have gold spikes on them. And obviously they have a red leather sole. I…” She sniffled again, felt bad about his panicked expression as she started crying now. She leaned harder into her grief, thinking about her real loss, not imaginary shoes. “My mom bought them for me when she was in Italy on an anniversary trip with my dad. She recently died and this was my last gift from her. It’s not about the shoes. It’s the memory. And he doesn’t need my shoes, he’s just being mean because I ended things. I even gave him back the jewelry he’d given me, but he didn’t care. What kind of monster does that?” Lana got into her role even more, letting a little sob-hiccup out. “Maybe you could just peek in his place? I know you must have a master key. I can wait down here and—”

“Ma’am!” His tone was more forceful now, but he was torn. She could see the indecision in his face. He was in his forties, and from the phone conversations she’d overheard previously, he talked to his daughters daily—usually about their problems. “You can file a police report about your shoes if you feel he’s keeping them from you.”

She snorted, then sniffled. “He’ll just deny having them. And he’s powerful. No one will believe me. Even if they do, he’ll have already tossed them, I’m sure. And let’s face it, they’re just shoes. I…” Lana let out a defeated sigh, realizing that pushing wasn’t the way to go. Now she needed to shift tactics, to ease off and let him make the decision. “It was stupid to come here. I’m so sorry, I know of course you can’t look for them. I’m just so upset right now, I was feeling desperate. I’m sorry to have bothered you. And thank you for being so kind and not tossing me out.” She started backtracking toward the glass doors, still sniffling away.

“Wait…” He glanced around, seemed to be making a decision, then he said. “Hold on,” before he hurried to the main doors, locked them. “Come on. You’ve got two minutes. That’s it.”

Holy Christmas, it had worked. “Really?”

“Yes.” His jaw was tight, as if he was already regretting this. “You know where you left them?” he asked as he ran his keycard over the elevator panel.

It whooshed open immediately. “Yes, in the main closet. Thank you so much,” she whispered as she followed him into the elevator. “I can’t tell you how much this means.”

“Don’t tell anyone about this.”

“Oh, right. Oh…gosh,” she said, wondering if she was laying it on too thick. Man, her mom would have been proud though. “I don’t want you to get in any trouble. If he realizes they’re gone he might want to look at the security cameras. No…just take me back to the ground floor.” She took off her sunglasses, giving him the full doe-eyed look her mom had taught her, only feeling a little bad. “I can’t let you get in any trouble. But I do appreciate the thought.”

His expression fully thawed at her words. “It’s fine, I promise. I can erase the last ten minutes without it being an issue. We have glitches sometimes. Just be quick, okay? And maybe start taking your father’s advice from now on, huh? Dads usually know best,” he said as they stepped out onto the sixth floor.

She let her eyes fill with tears as she nodded. “I will, and definitely. My dad is always right,” she said on a watery laugh. “He’s the best.” A lie, considering she had no clue who her dad was.

But her words made him smile.

She squished the bit of guilt for lying to someone who was clearly so nice. But when he opened the door using his master keycard, she shoved it down ruthlessly. She didn’t actually think that Cashe just had her necklace lying about, but she wanted an in-person view of this place. She hadn’t been able to get any building plans, and even if she had, they wouldn’t tell her about additions or safes installed. She needed eyes on this place.

“Two minutes,” John murmured as his cell phone started buzzing. He stepped in with her, but slowed as he answered his phone.

She mouthed that she was hurrying to the main room—even though she wasn’t sure where it was.

The little foyer opened up into a huge open-concept living and kitchen space that overlooked the Atlantic. Crime definitely paid where Cashe was concerned. To the right she spotted a hallway. Had to be the bedrooms.

John was talking quietly behind her so she hurried through the hallway, ducking to the left instead of the right when she saw two doors. She figured that bedroom had to be the bigger one since it was on the ocean side.

Moving with lightning speed, she glanced behind both the oversized paintings before hurrying to the sliding glass doors that opened onto a big patio. She unlocked them deftly, then opened the closet doors, found that it was a walk-in closet.

A couple plush robes, three suits and some casual wear were hung up. This was definitely his “love nest,” as she’d been calling it in her head. He brought his hookups here, not to his main house. But… She grinned when she spotted the safe in the back of the closet behind a small cloth bin that had a few cleaning supplies.

Even if the safe didn’t have her necklace, she’d bet money it had something of value in it. She memorized the make and model, and as she stepped out of the closet and into the bedroom, John was in the doorway.

“Nothing,” she said mournfully, shaking her head. Then she ducked down, looked under the bed for good measure and shook her head again when she popped back up. “I think he must have already tossed them, but thank you for letting me look.”

He nodded and motioned for her to hurry. “I didn’t really think you’d find anything. But at least now you know.”

“Yeah, you’re right. It’s a sort of closure.” She kept her head down as they made their way back to the elevators.

Once inside, John gave her an awkward pat on her arm. “You’ll be okay. Give it a little time and distance and you’ll realize you’re a lot better off without him. Then when you find someone worth your time, you’ll wonder what the heck you were thinking. It’s always the way it is. Trust me, I’ve got daughters.”

“Well, they’re lucky to have you,” she said, meaning it as the elevator doors opened on the lobby floor. Still empty, as she’d figured it would be, but seeing that they were alone eased the tension in her chest.

“I’m the lucky one.” Love and pride filled his voice as he unlocked the doors.

On impulse she gave him a quick hug, fighting another wave of emotion. “Thank you again,” she rasped out, hurrying out the doors and into the bright afternoon.

She wanted to tell herself that she didn’t know what was wrong with her, why so many emotions swelled inside her. But she knew exactly why. She was still grieving, hadn’t moved past that stage at all. And she couldn’t seem to move past it.

Even as she had that thought, the back of her neck tingled, as if someone was watching her. Which wasn’t such a crazy thought, not when she was wearing a barely-there hot pink dress in November. She was dressed for attention.

But…she couldn’t shake the feeling that eyes were on her as she hurried to the car she’d parked a couple blocks over.

Instead of heading back to one of her hideouts directly, she took a very scenic drive, going all the way to Fort Lauderdale then back before she finally felt as if she wasn’t being watched.

Even then… She wondered if Cashe was onto her. She might need to ditch all her hideouts and find new ones. Just to be extra cautious.


CHAPTER FIVE



“Repeat.” Teague was in the driver’s seat of his truck across the street from Lana’s place. The place she was lying low at, not her actual little bungalow, which she’d been avoiding since targeting Cashe. It had just been sitting empty, with her mail being forwarded to a box.

“The threat is eliminated,” Anson, his boss, said, his tone as neutral as before.

“How certain are you?” He’d never asked that before, had always trusted Anson—he’d always trusted the men and women he worked with.

“One hundred percent. The threat is neutralized. We’ve got DNA proof.”

Their phones were encrypted, but he understood why Anson wasn’t saying Sorkov’s name aloud. The man had tried to kill Teague six months ago and almost succeeded. Teague had infiltrated his compound in Italy, retrieved the proof he needed of Sorkov’s plans—to set bombs off in multiple American embassies around the globe. Teague had been shot on the way out, but he’d gotten what his team needed. Somehow Sorkov had discovered who Teague was and had been hunting him ever since.

“I also saw the body myself,” Anson continued.

Teague was quiet as he processed the information. It was midafternoon, and gray clouds had recently rolled in overhead, casting a pallor over the day. “There could still be hitters after me.”

“Possibly, but doubtful. News will hit soon that he’s dead. If he paid anyone we don’t know about, they’ll simply keep the money. But there’s nothing on my end to indicate there’s still a threat.”

He’d be careful anyway. Always.

“I’ve got a job for you. There’s a—”

“Nope. I’m taking time off.”

“How long?”

“Not sure.” As long as it took to (a) convince Lana to forgive him for lying to her about his job and his “death,” and (b) to help her with whatever she was currently up against. He wasn’t worried about the latter as much as the former. He wasn’t sure she could forgive him for lying about dying. But if he’d reached out to her and Sorkov had gotten a whiff that she mattered to him, had somehow picked up that thread… He couldn’t even think about what could have happened to her.

“This is about the girl.” Not a question.

“Yep.”

“You’re making a mistake.”

“Says the man who’s been divorced four times.”

Anson sighed long and loud.

“Look, I know how you feel about this situation,” Teague continued. “I don’t give a shit. I’m taking time off. If you don’t like it—”

“Take all the time you need.” Anson hung up.

Which was pretty much what Teague had expected. The government had invested a shitload of money and resources in him; he was too valuable to fire. And despite what Anson said about Teague making a mistake by going after Lana, Anson was a good boss. He always supported his people, never left a man or woman behind. Period. But he was wrong about this, no surprise—the man’s personal life was a wreck—but that wasn’t Teague’s circus nor his monkeys.

He had his own damn circus to deal with. One of his own making.

And now he had nothing holding him back. Nothing stopping him from walking across the street and seeing Lana, face-to-face for the first time in six months.

Fuck.

How did he do this?

Just walk up to the door, knock, and say “Surprise, I’m alive!” Fuuuuuck.

There was no good way to handle this and he couldn’t even use Google for tips. What would he even search—how to tell the woman you love that you’re not really dead? Couldn’t call up a friend and ask either because this was a batshit situation. One that did not happen to most people.

“Screw it,” he muttered to himself. If she punched him in the face, then at least she’d be touching him. He couldn’t stay away from her a minute longer.

He pulled into her driveway, parking behind one of the cars she’d been using. It wasn’t in her name and she’d been using a variety of vehicles she’d gotten from an as yet unknown source. Because he knew she hadn’t stolen them, just the license plates she’d put on them. She really would have been a great spy, something he’d thought about more than once. Not that he wanted that lifestyle for her.

He shelved that thought as he knocked on the front door. When she didn’t answer, he knocked again. Still no response.

He moved to one of the windows, saw through the open blinds that there was no movement in the living room. Turning, he glanced around, didn’t see anyone paying attention to him.

The street was lined on one side with the one-story ranch-style houses all facing a busy four-lane road. Shops were on the opposite side—where he’d been parked earlier. All these homes were older, most built in the sixties and seventies. The house Lana was renting was on one of the vacation rental sites. The dates were blocked out for two months, however. So he knew she’d planned to stay here for a while.

He tried knocking again, then, “Lana!”

Nothing.

He moved quickly then, picked the lock in seconds after checking for any sort of traps, and stepped inside. He knew before he’d taken a few steps that the place was empty. She’d definitely been here, but she was gone now.

His boots thudded against the wood flooring, making a slight echo as he stepped into the living room. It didn’t take long to check the two-bedroom, one-bathroom home and find it, yep, empty.

Something had spooked her, maybe even him.

Lucky for him, he knew about her other hideouts. And he wasn’t going to rest until he found her.


CHAPTER SIX



Teague stood in the middle of the bedroom of the fourth two-bedroom, one-bath place he’d broken into over the last three hours. He’d gone to all of the places Lana had rented under aliases.

Found nothing.

But there were some toiletries in the small bathroom. And waters in the fridge. But not much else.

He sat on the edge of the bed, going over his options even as he berated himself for letting her slip right through his fingers. He’d been so sure he’d be able to find her. But he’d gotten cocky, assumed he knew all her haunts, hideouts.

Clearly he was—

He stiffened, stood at the sound of the front door opening. Then closing with a quick slam.

The footsteps were faint and they weren’t headed to the bedroom.

Easing across the room, he couldn’t do anything about the adrenaline rush that punched through him. It was her.

Unless someone else had broken into Lana’s place, he was about to see her for the first time in six months. He’d finally made his move the night before he’d left—and spent all night in her arms and between her legs. The best night of his life.

Then his life had gone to shit and so had hers.

He’d only found out about her mom dying after he’d come out of surgery. He hated that he hadn’t been there for her. She had people in her life who absolutely loved her, but she always kept up walls and would have held everyone at a distance. He understood why—it was the way she’d been raised. Her mom had dragged her around the world, had taught her to steal at a young age. She’d never had roots, not real ones, until she’d started nursing school.

He shelved all those thoughts as he stepped into the kitchen entryway. Her back was to him, but it was her. She was already slender, fit from hard runs and climbing workouts. Tonight she had on slim-fitting jeans and a loose black sweater with big white stars on it. Her long, dark hair was down for once, hanging down her back in big waves. He’d fantasized about running his fingers through her hair more than once, about claiming her full mouth with his.

“Lana,” he murmured, not wanting to scare her, though he knew he was going to anyway.

She swiveled, threw a glass at him like a baseball, her instinct to fight kicking in.

He caught it midair and she froze, her eyes wide as her hands fell to her sides. Her fighting stance immediately eased as she stared at him.

“Teague?” she whispered. Her mouth opened ever so slightly. “Oh my God!”

And he tried not to stare, but being this close to her, drinking in her wild ocean scent, seeing that full bottom lip he’d fantasized about tugging between his teeth, was too much. Her olive-hued skin was a few shades darker than the last time he’d seen her and she looked thinner, which shouldn’t be possible. An ache spread through his chest at the sight of her.

He cleared his throat, tried to make his voice work. All he could do was stare like an untrained fool.

“What! How… Oh my God,” she breathed, stepping toward him. Tears glittered in her eyes as she stared at him, drinking him in as much as he was her. “That guy I talked to, your boss, told me you were dead!” Her tone was slightly accusing.

“He lied.” Teague understood why, of course, but it didn’t make things any easier. “It was safer if you thought I was dead.”

“Wait…you knew he lied to me? And what do you mean safer?” Her eyebrows snapped down as she stared at him, raking her dark, amber-flecked gaze over him. Searching for something, he wasn’t sure what. “What the hell happened?” she demanded, swiping away wetness on her cheeks.

Damn it. He hated that she was crying, hated that there was no way to ease into this. He swallowed hard, his throat having a difficult time working. He wanted to touch her so badly, to pull her into his arms. He’d missed her more than he’d thought possible. “I can’t tell you,” he finally rasped out. Not now. Not…maybe ever. He didn’t want her to look at him differently.

She watched him for a long moment, her breathing erratic. He could see the moment where her shock wore off to be replaced by hurt—then anger. “Did you really work security for those medical organizations?” she demanded.

God, he wanted to lie, but he couldn’t. Not when she was asking him point-blank. One of his covers, the one he’d given her, was that he worked security for international medical organizations. It was a good cover as it accounted for all his travel. And it wasn’t one an average person could check up on easily. Not that she’d ever checked up on him. She’d taken him at his word, which made this almost harder.

“No,” he forced out, his throat dry.

“I see.” Pain flickered in her eyes, deep and sharp.

“No, you don’t.”

Her wall fell quickly back into place, expression set. To hide the pain he’d caused her. “Get out now.” Her tone was flat.

“No.”

Her eyebrow raised and she took a step forward. Then her jaw clenched in that way when she was fighting her temper. “No?”

“I’m not leaving until you hear me out.”

She took a deep breath, turned away from him and scooped up her bag of food. “Fine, I’ll leave.”

Oh hell no.

He moved fast, using his body to cage her in against the countertop. She glared up at him, the flecks of amber bright in her brown eyes. “You planning on kidnapping me?”

“If that’s what it takes,” he growled, finally finding his voice. Now that he was in the same room with her, he couldn’t walk away, couldn’t let her go. He loved her, even if he’d never told her, never said the words out loud. She was his.

She set the food down on the countertop and pushed at his chest. “You’re crowding me.”

“Good.”

She sucked in a breath. “What’s wrong with you?”

“I never should have walked away from you before telling you how I felt.” He’d let her keep walls between them, had let her place him in this “friends only” category right up until the night before he’d left for his last mission. Then things had shifted in one heated night.

His job was demanding, had kept him away months at a time, and she’d been in nursing school. It had been easier to let those barriers remain in place while they’d been so busy. But it had finally hit a point where he couldn’t hold back anymore, had lost control. There had been no promises, not explicitly anyway. But he’d never had a doubt that they belonged together. After having a taste of her, knowing exactly how she sounded when she came, what she looked like… Hell, she owned him, simple as that.

She stared up at him in confusion, but when he made a move to kiss her, she covered his mouth with her palm. “No way! Do not think you are kissing me after letting me think you died! I mourned you, was still grieving until right now! Now I’m just pissed!”

He’d never heard her yell, never seen her angry. It shouldn’t have gotten him turned-on. Jesus, he was fucked-up but this was weirdly hot. “Lana—”

“No, do not say my name.” She shoved at him and he stepped back, even though he didn’t want to. “You let me think you were dead!” Her voice cracked.

He looked away for a moment, unable to watch as she wiped away tears. “I know you’re angry, and you have a right to be, but you need to listen. I know you’re going after Cashe.”

She froze at his words, going almost preternaturally still. “Why would you say that?”

“Because his head of security hired one of my covers to investigate the woman who broke into his house, stole his laptop and other things.” He weaved in details so she’d know he was telling the truth about last night.

She let out a slow breath and he could practically see the wheels in her head turning. Finally, she said, “Covers? Are you a spy or…whatever?”

He didn’t respond one way or another. He’d dropped the word into the conversation intentionally. But he wouldn’t flat-out tell her. He couldn’t.

She glared when he just stood there, but then clearly made up her mind about staying or running when she started unpacking what turned out to be Italian food. “I hope you ate already because I’m not sharing.” Then she sniffed in a way he could only describe as haughty.

Yep, he was fucked-up because that was hot too. God, he loved this woman. Loved everything about her. As regret punched through him for all the things he’d left unsaid, he went to her cupboard, found what he needed to make coffee, and started filling up the carafe.

She snorted even as she plated her food. “You’re the only weirdo I know who drinks coffee at night then still sleeps like a baby. So…are you bringing me in to Cashe?”

He turned to stare at her. “You’re seriously asking me that?”

She lifted a shoulder. “I clearly don’t know you. For all I know, you could be luring me into a false sense of security before you stuff me in a trunk and drop me at his doorstep with a bow on me.”

She couldn’t really believe that. Or he hoped she didn’t.

Something snapped inside him. As the coffee maker started percolating, he stalked over to her, leaned down so they were practically nose to nose and, despite himself, deeply inhaled. He couldn’t get enough of her wild ocean scent. “You know me better than anyone ever has, and I would cut off my own arm before I hurt you. I’ll kill anyone who comes after you. I’m here to keep you safe.”

Her pupils dilated as she stared at him, her breathing was unsteady, and he thought she’d kiss him. Instead, she suddenly pulled back and turned away, giving him her back as she picked up her plate of pasta.

He didn’t want to give her space, but knew he had to. If he pushed too hard, too fast, he’d lose her for good. This was the toughest mission he’d ever been on—the only one that mattered. “Cashe doesn’t know who I am,” he said, continuing as if they hadn’t just had a moment. “I’m going to be feeding him an interesting story about someone from out of town moving into this territory who stole from him. Do you think he suspects you at all?” He leaned against the countertop, the coffee maker loud as she sat at the little kitchen table.

“Maybe. I don’t know.” She shook her head slightly, her expression closed off as she swirled the alfredo sauce and pasta. “I don’t think he considers me a threat. I take it you know what he did?”

“Cleaned out one of your mom’s storage facilities.”

Sighing hard, she nodded, still twirling the same pasta. “Yeah. I never liked him, but I also never thought he’d steal from my mom, and not right after she…” Lana cleared her throat, looked away from him. Then back. Mistrust was clear in her eyes. “Anyway, he was the only one who could have done it. Still, I had to make sure. I got a video feed from a nearby business showing him entering the facility, then leaving.”

“What did he get?” Teague figured he knew, but wanted to be sure.

“A lot of stuff. Expensive paintings, some ancient Greek pieces, and a necklace. The necklace is the only thing I care about.” She set the fork down, not having eaten at all. “It was my great-grandmother’s. A gift from a lover that she passed down to my yiayia after they immigrated here. It’s the only family heirloom I have.” There was a wealth of pain in her words.

And it destroyed him. Her mother had been her only family, and that necklace had been the only thing linking her to the women before her. He knew that it made her feel connected. “Then we’ll get it back.”

She blinked at him in surprise. “You want to help me?”

“I am going to help you.” No matter what it took. And he was somehow going to convince her to give them the chance they’d been denied for so long. “What’s your next step?”


CHAPTER SEVEN



Lana stared down at her pasta, her stomach too tight to eat as she digested Teague’s very simple last question—what was her next step? She was still having a hard time processing that he was here.

Alive.

She’d shed so many tears over him. Had cried herself to sleep, when she woke up, in the shower. Had cried enough for a lifetime. Some of the tears had been for her mother—many of them had been—but she’d been mourning him too. Her grief had twisted together into a giant ball in the pit of her stomach, making it difficult to eat half the time.

And she wasn’t sure if she was going to tell him the truth now. But she finally said, “Get my necklace back.”

He gave her a dry expression and, God help her, he was still gorgeous. Hell, more so than she remembered. She thought she’d built him up in her head, a lie she’d told herself. Not that it was just his looks—he was smart, funny and…maybe all that was a lie too. He’d just told her that he was a spy, more or less. And why would he tell her that if he was going to keep lying to her? He could be telling the truth about wanting to help her.

Oh God, she was going to give herself a headache. This was too much. She looked at him, really looked at him, just drank in every inch of him. She didn’t care if she made him uncomfortable, not after he’d gotten all up in her personal space and broken into her place. She’d felt as if someone was watching her—it was why she’d ditched her last vehicle and the last rental. And she really hoped it was him, not Cashe. “Were you following me today?” she blurted.

“Yep. All day, for the most part.”

She replayed her day in her mind. She hadn’t felt eyes on her until she’d gone to Cashe’s condo. And she’d been so careful about visiting Belle and Grant in the morning. “What did I do?” she demanded, wanting to know exactly what he’d seen.

He grabbed a mug, started pouring himself a cup with economic efficiency. He was such a big guy, with broad shoulders and thick biceps she wanted to bite. Ugh. She wanted to bite all of him, nibble on that perfect ass… Oh my God! She looked away from him as he turned back to her, unable to make eye contact at the moment. His hair was shorter than the last time she’d seen him, was close to a buzz cut now. But he was still a bit scruffy with about a week’s worth of facial hair.

“Broke into Cashe’s condo. Or I assume you did. I saw you go in that lobby and come out a little while later. Then I followed you to a little home similar to this one, but on a busier road. Then I lost you for a while. So what did you find at his condo?” He took a sip, all casual after admitting he’d more or less been stalking her.

She finally looked at him, able to meet his gaze head on even as she tried to squash her annoying fantasies of getting naked with him. “Nothing. He takes women there but I didn’t find much of anything at all.”

“How’d you get in?”

She grinned, despite the tension still balled tight inside her. “Convinced the door guy. He was so nice I still feel a little bad. Told him I was one of Cashe’s former lovers and had left some stuff there. Delivered a very good performance.” She gave a mocking bow from her seat. “The guy was so nice though. I really hope he doesn’t get in trouble.”

“That’s impressive. And that dress you had on… I’m not surprised he let you in, regardless.” Appreciation lit up his blue eyes, but he looked down into his coffee, averting his gaze momentarily.

She didn’t want to care about his praise, but found herself preening under his words anyway. But just as quickly she shook that off. She’d spent a lifetime trying to live up to her mom’s impossible standards, of wanting to be just like the woman. She didn’t want to care what anyone else thought of her ever again. “He has a safe in the closet. I doubt my necklace is in there but I’m going to find out.” She gave him a challenging look then, daring him to push back.

“When do you want to break in?”

She blinked, surprised and wondering if this was a trick. “I’m not telling you.”

“Considering I’ll be your partner, it’ll be good if I have more details.” He took another sip of his coffee, obnoxious and gorgeous as he watched her.

“You can’t just waltz back into my life after being ‘dead’ for months, then just think you’re going to…whatever. Be a part of my life.”

“I’m here so you’re just going to get used to it. Cashe is dangerous and you’re not doing anything without me as a partner. If he figures out you’re behind this…” His jaw clenched and she saw that dangerous predator peeking through, the one who’d said he’d kill anyone who tried to hurt her.

At her most primal level, she’d known he was telling her the truth, that he was peeling back the curtain and showing her exactly who he was. An apex predator. She’d always known there was more to him than met the eye. He’d been this gorgeous guy she’d met one summer night as she’d started her nursing program. She’d just settled in Miami and he’d been here, about to ship off to destinations unknown for some security thing. Which she now supposed was a lie. But they’d become fast friends.

They’d emailed, texted, called all the time. He wasn’t on any social media—which now made sense—so texting had been their main form of communication. Though he’d surprised her by being someone who liked talking on the phone or video chatting. He’d been her rock while she’d been in school, and when he’d been in town they’d always gotten together. She’d even been honest about her mom, how she’d grown up, all of her past. She’d let him into her life, been brutally open with him in a way she’d never been with anyone.

“What’s on the laptop?” he suddenly asked, breaking through her thoughts when she didn’t say anything else.

“I don’t actually know. It’s somewhere safe though. I have a friend I could ask to try to break the encryption but…it will muddy our relationship.” And she wasn’t sure she wanted to risk it. She wanted her family heirloom back, but she also knew Cashe would want his laptop back. She’d thought about blackmailing him for it, but then that would expose her. Unless she played her cards right.

“What friend?” Teague’s voice was sharp, had dropped a couple octaves.

She blinked at him, surprised at the change in tone. “None of your business.” She wasn’t going to tell him about Lizzy Caldwell—who she only knew because of Belle. They were sisters-in-law, and while she was close with Belle, she was just friendly with Lizzy. Had heard through the grapevine what a skilled hacker the Red Stone Security employee was. But if she went to Lizzy, asked her to break into a laptop, it would open her up to a lot of questions. To scrutiny.

And Lana liked that Belle and her family didn’t know who she used to be, the things she’d done. She didn’t want to change that. She didn’t have many people in her life she could count on and didn’t want to lose the few she did. Even though she told herself not to care what anyone thought about her, it was hard to live like that. And she did care.

“Damn it, Lana,” he growled.

Her eyes widened, not understanding his tone. “What?”

But he looked away. “Nothing.” Just as quickly, he turned back to her, his expression almost blank. “This place is fine but I want to get you somewhere with tighter security. Somewhere I know is safe. Will you come with me tonight? I’ve got a place we can lie low while we plan how to break into Cashe’s condo.”

Lana figured she should probably say no, should kick him out, but…some intrinsic part of her trusted him. And she wanted answers, wanted to know more about where he’d been, why that guy had told her he was dead. Now that she knew he was alive, she didn’t want to let him out of her sight. Which felt messed up, considering how angry she still was. “Yes.”

Surprise flickered in his blue eyes, but then he nodded. “I’ll gather all your stuff, then we’ll go.” He took over, just like that.

“Fine, but we’ve got to make a stop before we head to your place.” To retrieve the laptop. This would be the test. Either he was lying and would take it from her, or he really was going to help her.

If he betrayed her… She rubbed the middle of her chest as an ache spread. She couldn’t even contemplate that.
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Lana strolled through the downstairs of the two-story Mediterranean-style home, taking in the clearly newly renovated place. Everything was fresh, from the light-sage-colored paint on the walls to the new wood flooring. There was enough furniture to make the place livable but she didn’t think anyone actually did live here. There was a huge television over an electric fireplace, a comfortable-looking couch, a small palm tree in one corner, and modern-looking art on the walls. But there were no personal touches. No throw blankets, no pictures of actual people anywhere.

She made her way to the big glass doors that overlooked a brightly lit-up pool. Teague had gone upstairs to put her stuff away and she hadn’t followed. Hadn’t wanted to be alone in a bedroom with him.

Not because she didn’t trust herself. Nope.

At least that was what she told herself. And she almost believed it.

Pushing the sliding glass door to the side, she stepped out onto the back patio area and breathed in deeply. The air was crisp and fresh. And the backyard was definitely the selling point of the place. Four huge umbrellas were positioned around the glistening pool, with LED lights lighting up each umbrella. There were also LED lights inserted into the patio surrounding the pool and around the yard beyond. She made her way to one of the egg-shaped swinging lounge chairs and collapsed in it.

There was a party going on nearby, given the music and laughter trailing from somewhere. The noise grounded her at least, as she was still trying to process Teague’s reappearance in her life. He’d brought her here after they’d picked up the laptop and a few other personal things. Now she felt as if she was just waiting for the other shoe to drop.

Either Teague betrayed her and handed over the laptop to Cashe or he didn’t.

Deep down, she knew he wasn’t going to. It would destroy her if he did. And she just… She didn’t think he would. Unless he was the greatest actor in the world, he actually would kill for her.

Which was sort of disturbing, but also… She covered her face and groaned, not wanting to give life to the thoughts pulsing through her.

“The pool not to your liking?” Teague’s voice almost made her jump but she managed to squash the impulse as he pulled up a chair next to her. There was room on the big egg-shaped one, but he clearly read her expression by giving her space.

“The pool is beautiful. Do you live here?” she asked, though she was pretty sure of the answer.

He snorted. “No. No one does. This place is used by WITSEC sometimes to temporarily house witnesses before they move on to their permanent residences.”

She stared at him. “Seriously?”

He nodded once, watching her with a sort of curiosity.

“And you’re just telling me?”

He lifted a shoulder.

“Is that who you work for?”

“The marshals? No.” His expression shifted then, but she couldn’t quite read it.

“Then how do you know about it?”

He lifted that broad shoulder again, and she hated that she followed the action with her gaze, practically undressed him with her eyes. Remembered biting said shoulder playfully the night before he’d left. She closed her eyes then because looking at him made her crazy. Or at least made it difficult to think straight.

“This place is out of rotation for a while. It’s safe for us to be here for about a month.” His voice was a sexy rumble.

She still didn’t open her eyes. “Safe is relative.”

“True,” he said on a sigh. “So what’s your plan?”

She didn’t answer for a while, just listened to the party going on in the background, the peals of laughter from who she guessed were kids. The upbeat music, more laughter. Finally she opened her eyes, found him watching her intently. Even though she wanted to be a coward and close them again, she met his gaze. “Tomorrow night I want to break into the condo. I’d thought about doing it tonight but I want to do some recon tomorrow. He occasionally brings women there on the weekends but normally it’s Tuesdays and Thursdays. Like clockwork. And I hate that I even know that,” she muttered. Tomorrow was Saturday so it should be a good time for her. But she’d have to be sure.

He made a grunt of agreement. “Do you ever wonder why your mom went into business with him at all?”

“All the time.” One day her mom had decided they were settling in Miami for good, that she wanted Lana to go to school and that she’d be cleaning up her act too. It was like this one-eighty polar shift. Her mom hadn’t started working with Cashe right away, however. That had come more recently, almost a year ago. “And even though I never liked him, they did work well together.” Cashe had an import/export business that her mom had basically run. She knew everything about antiquities and priceless objects and had contacts all over the world. It was like the job had been tailor-made for her. She’d been paid very well, had started putting down roots. They both had.

Then everything had gone to shit. Just…poof. “I also think about the night she was killed. She’d asked me to go to the theater with her, but I’d just pulled a double shift. I think that if maybe I’d been there—”

“Stop. You can’t do that.” Teague moved quickly, sliding onto the seat next to her, making it swish backward slightly. His big leg pressed up against hers as he leaned back. “You wouldn’t have been able to help. The man had a weapon. You’d likely be dead too.” He rasped out the last part.

Lana couldn’t even begin to define what she saw in his gaze then, but it looked a whole lot like pain. Embracing her inner coward, she stared at the pool. “Yeah, I know. That doesn’t stop my brain from working overtime.” The man who’d mugged her mom had stolen her jewelry, her purse, then shot her point-blank in the chest before he’d run. He was in jail serving consecutive life sentences, but it still didn’t ease the pain, didn’t make anything better. Because her mom was still gone, gunned down by someone who should have never had access to a weapon in the first place.

Teague squeezed her knee gently, the touch basically platonic. Against her better judgment, she leaned into him, laying her head on his shoulder.

He jolted slightly, then laid his head on hers. “I’m sorry I wasn’t there for you,” he said quietly.

Her throat squeezed too tight for her to respond. If she tried, she’d start crying—sobbing, really. And no way was she going to bawl all over him, the man she simultaneously wanted to kiss senseless and also punch. She also had a million questions but wasn’t sure where to start. Nowhere tonight. She didn’t know if she had the mental bandwidth to handle his answers, and that was assuming he even answered her anyway.

She wasn’t sure how much time passed, but his next words surprised her. “I’m going to put out a feeler to Cashe’s head of security, ask him about the necklace. If you want,” he tacked on. “If anyone knows where it is, he would.”

“That might tip Cashe off. Do you trust the security guy?”

Teague was silent for so long, she lifted her head, looked at him and realized that their faces were too close for comfort.

She still didn’t back up though. Instead she breathed in his dark, masculine scent and tried to ignore the way her nipples tightened at being so close to him. Right about now she was glad for the thick sweater she was wearing.

“I don’t trust him, no. I won’t ask for now. I don’t think he’d betray me, because it would give himself away, but…I still don’t fully trust him.”

She pursed her lips as she remembered the bullets thudding into the grass next to her as she escaped. “Probably a good idea, considering Cashe’s team shot at me.”

He stilled, his eyes narrowing. “They shot at you?”

“Yeah, your guy didn’t tell you?”

“No.” Ice coated that one word as his jaw went tight.

And okay, Lana liked that he cared. That he seemed to care a whole lot. Weird butterflies took flight inside her and she found herself unable to look at him for too long. It was like looking into the face of the sun; it hurt too much. Even if she was so happy Teague was alive and well that she wanted to burst from it. The emotions inside her were riotous, out of control, and she didn’t trust anything right now.

Least of all her ability to make good decisions. So staying quiet and closing her eyes seemed like the only option.

When she opened her eyes again, she realized Teague was carrying her up a set of stairs.

“You fell asleep,” he murmured as he held her close to his chest, carrying her as if she weighed nothing.

Too tired to do anything else, she relaxed and let him take her to one of the bedrooms. Normally she tossed and turned, only getting a few hours of sleep. She spent a little time with Teague and she basically passed out?

Oh no, she was not going to obsess over why that was. The man made her feel safe in a way no one ever had, in a way that flat-out terrified her.

“Where are you going to be?” she murmured as he settled her on the big bed in the middle of the room. The comforter had already been pulled back, and the small act warmed her.

“Right next door. There’s a bathroom connecting our rooms.” He looked as if he wanted to say more, but he strode through the bathroom, leaving the door cracked and the light on.

Which she was grateful for. This was an unfamiliar place and she wanted to be able to move around with ease if necessary.

If she was braver, she’d get up and walk straight into his room, join him.

Because with the way he’d been looking at her, she didn’t think he’d turn her away. He’d shown up after being gone, being declared dead, and had now avowed that he was going to help her.

He hadn’t said why, hadn’t explained anything to her, but she still wanted him with a hunger that defied logic. For years he’d been her best friend, her first real friend if she was being honest. Which somehow felt pathetic. But there it was.

When she’d started the nursing program, her entire world had opened up and she’d begun making connections. Which…was maybe why her mom had pushed her so hard. Her life growing up hadn’t been conducive to having real roots or real relationships—friendships or romantic entanglements. So when she’d met Teague she’d fallen hard.

But she’d been too afraid to even hint at wanting more than friendship. She’d been in school and he’d been gone for months at a time so a relationship would have been stupid to attempt anyway. Then, after she’d graduated, she’d started traveling. She’d thought she’d enjoy it since she’d traveled so much with her mom, but it turned out she wanted roots.

Craved them, even.

So she’d come back to Miami. And she’d thought about telling Teague the truth, of just putting her feelings out there after that one hot night they’d shared.

But he’d never come back, and then her mom had died. Sighing, she closed her eyes. Rehashing everything in her mind wasn’t going to help anyone, least of all herself.

You could still go next door, the little voice in her head whispered. The very horny voice.

Grabbing a pillow, she held it over her face and groaned into it as she questioned all of her life choices up to this point.


CHAPTER EIGHT



“It’s open.”

Lana stepped into Teague’s bedroom, found him pulling a long-sleeved navy T-shirt over his head. She swallowed hard, ignored the flash of bare skin and muscle she’d just seen. Or tried to, but damn. The image of his ripped six-pack was now seared into her brain. Okay, who was she kidding—it had been seared into her brain months ago. So many things were now imprinted into her mind from that night. The way he sounded when he came, the way his arm muscles flexed as he hovered over her, thrust into her…

Crap. She had to shut this train of thought down now.

She schooled her expression. Or she hoped she did—was she drooling? Ugh. She resisted the crazy urge to check. “You ready?” It was eleven p.m. and she wanted to get to the condo by midnight. That was the best time to break in, per her research.

“Yep.” He scooped up a small backpack by the side of the bed. “You got everything you need?”

She nodded, turned away and headed to the garage. They’d been playing this weird game of polite talk all day—first while they did more recon of Cashe’s condo building, then dug into Cashe’s whereabouts today and tomorrow, and now here they were, ready to break into the condo.

It was weird having Teague with her, for so many reasons. She’d been honest with him about who she was from almost the beginning. After she’d gotten to know him, had started to trust him—ha!—she’d opened up about her past. She’d been so surprised he hadn’t judged her at all. Now, she figured it was because he’d been keeping his own huge secrets. And he clearly didn’t trust her enough to be completely honest. That stung more than she wanted to acknowledge.

Normally she preferred to drive, but she slid into the passenger seat of Teague’s truck. Tonight she wanted her hands free, wanted to be able to run if necessary.

“Are you comfortable breaking into places?” she asked Teague as he started pulling out of the garage, watching him carefully. She planned to watch his reaction to every question she asked.

And there were going to be more than a few.

His jaw flexed once. “I am.” Ooh, his voice was that sexy rumble. Good God, it should be illegal.

“So you’ve broken into places before?” Apparently she wasn’t going for subtle. Screw it. She wanted answers.

He shot her a sideways glance as he steered down the street.

“Well?”

“Yes.”

“Can you pick locks or crack safes?”

He paused, as if weighing his answer. “Yes, and not as well as you.”

Suspicion lit up in her brain. “How do you know how well I can?”

He lifted a shoulder.

“Did you, like…stalk me? Check up on me?”

Teague shoved out a sigh as he pulled onto a main road. There was little traffic where they were and that would hopefully continue the rest of the drive. She’d built in a half-hour buffer, and really, if they didn’t get there right at midnight, they could still break in. But there was a shift change at midnight. During it, there was no one manning the cameras for roughly twenty minutes. It was a pretty big flaw in the complex’s security, but she was going to use it to her advantage.

“Not before we met, no. That was just chance. But yes, I dug into you a little before we got to know each other.”

Frowning, she turned away from him, stared out the windshield. She wasn’t sure how to respond to that. He’d looked into her? That felt…like a violation of trust.

“Did you already know about who I was, the life I’d led, before I told you about my past?”

“Yeah.”

Hmm. Yeah, she didn’t like that at all. She looked away fully now, out the passenger window. Maybe she didn’t want answers after all.

“In my line of work, I had to be careful. I liked you…a lot. I wasn’t sure if you were playing me or trying to get close to me for…reasons. So yes, I looked into you. But I stopped after I realized you were who you said you were. And I haven’t been stalking you.”

“Says the man who found me at one of my alias’s residences.”

He cleared his throat. “Fine, I wasn’t stalking you in the traditional sense. It’s not like I have a ‘Lana board’ with creepy pictures of you cut out in the shape of hearts.”

She snorted a laugh despite herself and the situation. “I only have your word on that.”

He was silent and she almost regretted her last words. But they were true.

Finally he spoke. “I didn’t lie to you to hurt you.”

She bit her bottom lip as she stared out the window. She didn’t want to say anything she’d regret. Maybe he hadn’t meant to hurt her, but he had, deeply. “Why did your boss say you’d died?”

“I…still can’t tell you.”

She called bullshit on that. He was here with her, helping her break the law, but couldn’t tell her more about why he’d dropped out of her life and let her think he was dead? Not buying it. But right now she needed to focus on the task at hand. “You’re sure you’re comfortable scaling the outside of the condo?” It was only six stories up, so not too bad. She’d climbed much higher in the past—but that had been a few years ago. Still, there was a reason she worked out every day. She liked to stay limber and she’d been preparing for this anyway.

“Yes.”

Okay that was pretty hot, but she wasn’t going to tell him that. His ego was already big enough. Among other things.

“I’m ready for this,” he continued. “I won’t slow you down.”

She hadn’t actually been worried about that. She was just curious about how he knew how to do the same stuff she could. He’d once told her about his military service so she knew he was likely good under pressure. But now… She wondered if that had been a lie too.

Focus! She could practically hear her mother’s voice in her head. So that was what she did. Calling on the tips she’d learned in her meditation practice, she pulled in a steadying breath and thought about the outside of the building, visualized herself climbing from the bottom floor to the sixth.

“How are you feeling about tonight?” Teague’s voice was neutral enough as he took another turn.

“Good. A little nervous.” That was normal. “I’ve watched this place for a while so I feel fairly confident, but shit happens.”

“We’ll be good.” He sounded so confident that it gave her a boost. “How’d you even get into climbing? You never mentioned before.”

Yeah, that wasn’t the kind of thing he’d have been able to find out through research. “Once on a job I nearly got trapped on a balcony. My mom saved me with a distraction, but after that she made sure I knew how to climb even better than her.” Lana would never forget that sheer terror of almost getting caught. They’d been stealing from some rich asshole who’d left his wife and kids nearly broke. Her mom had given a huge chunk of what they’d taken back to the woman.

“How old were you?”

“Sixteen.” He was silent, but she didn’t miss the way his jaw hardened. “What?”

He lifted a shoulder. A very big, broad shoulder she’d once sunk her nails into when he’d been thrusting inside her. “You were very young for your mom to be bringing you on jobs with her.”

She bristled at his words, but knew he was right. She’d known for a while. Somehow she shoved down her indignation along with the image of him naked, thrusting… She sighed. “I…know.”

He glanced at her as he pulled up to a stoplight, surprise flickering in his blue eyes. Probably because he’d made a similar comment once and she’d shut him down.

“My mom wasn’t perfect. I know that. But she was who she was. And she taught me to survive in the world. She wasn’t traditional, and I’m sure she could have figured out a much better way to raise me, but she didn’t. But I always had a full belly at night and she literally showed me the world.” And if Lana was being honest with herself, she liked the way she’d been raised. Even if she desperately wanted roots now, a family of her own, the way she’d grown up had shaped who she was and how she viewed the world.

“I wasn’t judging.”

She snorted softly. “You were definitely judging.”

His mouth quirked up slightly. “Fine. I was. I don’t like the thought of you in danger at all. Ever. Especially not a teenage you.”

“What you told me about your past… Was it true?” She wasn’t trying to call him a liar but she was deeply curious whether the things they’d shared with each other were real.

“Being raised in the foster system? Yeah. All that’s true.” He shut down then and she understood he didn’t want to talk about his past. Understandable. What he’d told her before was bleak.

She might have had a weird childhood but she’d been loved. Always. She cleared her throat. “Were you really in the military?”

“Yes. Look…I wasn’t honest about my profession, but when we were getting to know each other…I didn’t lie. Feel free to ask me specifics, but I want you to understand that all that stuff, my background, is all true.” He pulled into a small parking lot by a strip of beach only a couple building lengths away from their target. “And for the record, every time I went off on a job, leaving you was harder than my damn job.”

She blinked as he parked, not sure she completely understood. “What?”

“I hated leaving you. Always. Your texts, our phone calls, those were my lifelines.” He wasn’t looking at her, and his fingers still gripped the steering wheel as he stared out at the benches and covered areas before the walkway to the beach. “The men I work with, they’re my friends, my brothers really, but you…kept me sane.”

And his words? Oh, they struck her right in the chest, hitting their mark. She felt the truth of them, the rawness. But how did she respond? Why was he even telling her all this now? What did he want from her? He’d never hinted that they ever had a chance at a relationship. Other than that one night together, but it had been purely physical. Even when he’d left that next morning, he’d never hinted that it might be more than a one-time thing. And now he was just laying himself bare.

She swallowed hard, unable to deal with any of this.

Nope. Not tonight.

Without responding, she grabbed her small pack and slid out of the truck. She quietly shut the door, instinctively scanning the parking area. It was a narrow strip that allowed vehicles to park close to the beach. During the day it was packed, but there was no one here now, as she’d expected.

Teague joined her, his expression unreadable. He was wearing dark clothes, just like her, and she knew if anyone saw them on the street, they might look suspicious.

Which was why they were going to approach Cashe’s condo from the beach side.

“You ready?” he murmured.

Nodding, she fell in step with him, hurrying along the plankway to the beach. They moved slightly slower because of the sand but were at the ocean side of the condo within ten minutes.

“Lights are off in his place.” Standing next to Teague, she eyed the building. The lights were off in most of the condos, save for two on different floors, which had slightly visible light through closed drapes.

He glanced at his watch. “Shift change in four minutes.”

Wordlessly, they both slid on gloves and headed up the private plankway, having to jump the locked gate. The condo side that faced the ocean had a lot of lush foliage and trees, which they used to their advantage as they hurried across a grassy area. Since she’d done enough recon, they knew exactly how to avoid the security cameras. Still, she pulled a sheer mask over her face. It matched her skin tone and would obscure her face to any potential cameras she might have missed.

The bottom floor was where the private offices and lobby were—which was lit up. With all the big windows framing the front part of the lobby that faced the street, they avoided that side.

They moved in sync to the area right below one of the second-floor condos. She waited, watching for a moment as Teague used raw upper body strength to begin climbing. He used the ridges along the stucco to get to the bottom of the second-floor patio, then hauled himself up and over the railing.

Holy Christmas indeed, he’d definitely done this before.

She followed, moving quietly, quickly, her heart a steady beat in her ears. She’d done this many times before but never wanted to get cocky. If she fell, it’d be game over.

The ocean waves in the background created a soothing backdrop that combated the surge of adrenaline punching through her as she pulled herself over the railing.

Teague was there, sliding his arms around her to steady her.

As a jolt punched through her, she frowned up at him—she didn’t need help. And she didn’t want to feel attracted to him, especially not now. She was ready to tell him to back off but saw a glint in his ice-blue eyes that nearly made her stumble.

She pulled away from him, trying to ignore the heat that had exploded through her at the feel of him holding her so close. Of feeling his hard body pressed against hers. It didn’t matter that clothing separated them; clothing did nothing to hide how powerful he was.

Or the terrifying effect he had on her.

“I’ll spot you,” he murmured, indicating that she could go first.

She nodded, not trusting her voice as she surveyed the patio they were on. This place was closed up, likely for the winter given that the hurricane shutters were in place.

She stepped up onto the railing, using the ridges in the outer wall to support her as she climbed, then jumped up to the next patio. Her upper arms burned as she pulled herself up, latching onto the metal railing. Once she was over, Teague followed moments later.

The way he moved was incredible. Every action had a fluid grace to it. Sexy. Distracting.

She shook herself, refusing to allow herself to be distracted, and kept going. As they reached the fifth-floor patio, a light from inside clicked on.

Her heart rate jacked up, but Teague just motioned for her to keep going. Her palms were damp in her gloves as she once again pulled herself over. As her feet hit the patio floor, she heard the sliding glass door from below open.

Oh God.

Teague moved lightning fast, climbing over the railing, holding a finger to his lips as muted voices drifted up from below.

“I know, I can’t sleep. Go to bed, darling,” a female voice said even as the scent of cigarette smoke wafted up.

Lana was surprised anyone smoked nowadays but knew she shouldn’t be.

There was murmuring for a few minutes, then she heard the sliding door open once again. She hadn’t realized she was holding her breath until she shoved it out, releasing a stream of tension. She also hadn’t realized how close Teague was, but he’d somehow crowded up against her as they hovered near the glass doors.

The familiar scent of him, his body heat so close to her, made her think of that night.

That glorious night she kept trying to forget.

She swallowed hard, turned away from him and tested the door. A smile spread across her face as it slid soundlessly open. If it’d still been locked, she’d have picked it, but this made her life a whole lot easier. It also very likely meant that no one had been in the condo since she’d unlocked the door.

She motioned that they should check the place before she started on the safe.

He moved in front of her in what she could only describe as a protective stance and made his way to the living area and kitchen. The floor-to-ceiling-length drapes were cracked, giving a bit of external light. And the stove light in the kitchen was on, illuminating the place a fraction.

But they both had small flashlights and used them to scan the condo. It was clear in moments that no one was there.

Lana got to work in the closet, flipping on the light since she could close the doors to it. As she started on the safe, Teague told her he was searching the rest of the condo for any hidden compartments.

It was nice to be teamed up with a partner, even if it wasn’t her mom. Knowing someone had her back was a comforting feeling, especially since anyone could surprise her now, while she was trying to crack the safe.

That had been the only flaw in her plan to hit Cashe’s condo—she’d known she’d be vulnerable to attack if someone showed up. But with Teague here, that worry was gone. Whatever had happened in the past, she knew he would protect her.

When she heard the final distinctive click to the safe’s dial, she smiled to herself. This safe had a combo lock—it was fairly old-school. Cashe must have had it installed when he first bought the place a decade ago. She hadn’t needed most of her tools for this, thankfully.

As she pulled it open, disappointment hit her hard.

No necklace.

She turned at the sound of the closet door opening. “Anything?”

“No necklace. Did find this.” Teague held up an expensive-looking watch and a sparkly bracelet in a jewelry box.

“Keep them.” At this point, she was taking everything of Cashe’s until she got what was hers. She turned back to the safe and pulled out stacks of hundreds. “There’s gotta be another fifty grand here,” she whispered.

“He’s gonna be pissed,” Teague murmured.

“You think I should leave it?”

“No. This is good. He needs to be pissed right now, it’ll make him irrational. More likely to do something stupid.”

She wasn’t sure how or why that was a good thing, but nodded and took all the cash and tucked it into her backpack. It ended up being closer to sixty grand, which for Cashe might not be a lot, but damn. She’d make sure it found a good home by anonymously donating to a local pet shelter and a center that helped women and children in abusive situations.

Once she was done, she closed the safe and stood. “Ready?”

Teague nodded, then led the way, stepping out in front of her, again in that sexy protective way of his. He was getting to her again, she realized.

She’d mourned him, let herself get consumed by regrets, and now he was right by her side. She… God, she was so confused, it hurt. For what felt like the hundredth time, she tried to shelve all her emotions as they headed back to the balcony.

Waves crashed in the distance and there were a few visible lights far down the beach. Little flashlights, likely teenagers looking for crabs. But there was no one below the building that she could see. The palm trees waved peacefully, their fronds rustling in the breeze as she listened for any voices below them from any of the balconies.

“Even if anyone sees us, we’ll be long gone before law enforcement arrives.” Teague spoke quietly, close to her ear. His words were meant to be soothing.

But tension coiled in her belly at his nearness, that spicy masculine scent. She nodded as he began pulling out their harnesses and rope. It didn’t take him long to hook everything up.

She shoved down her anxiety as she slid into her harness—she liked climbing but rappelling always stressed her out. There was no way around it unless they wanted to risk leaving through the elevators. They’d definitely end up on camera then, and even though they had on face shields and gloves, she wanted minimal evidence left behind.

“You go first,” he murmured, patiently waiting for her.

Nodding, she did as he said and eased over the balcony. With her left hand, she held on to the rope in front of her, and with her right, she held the slack behind her. Using her legs to balance, she shoved off the edge of the railing, pushing out hard.

She landed against the bottom of the balcony wall below and didn’t pause, shoving off again, using it as a springboard. By the time she landed on the concrete at ground level, blood was a wild rush in her ears.

Teague landed with a soft thud close beside her, looking ridiculously at ease. Powerful, sexy. God, she didn’t want to want him so much.

He had his harness off before she’d managed to fully remove hers. Yeah, he’d definitely done this before and likely had a heck of a lot more training than she did. Probably hardcore-type training too.

He pulled out a knife, cut both ropes, then tugged on them. The cut portions fell with a thud, but the two of them moved quickly. She was on autopilot now, her muscle memory kicking in as she quickly rolled up the severed rope, then handed it to him.

He had everything in his pack in moments. The only thing they’d left behind were the hooks on the balcony but there was no way around that. Eventually Cashe would realize his safe had been emptied, but she figured they still had a few days yet.

She hoped this pissed him off, hoped it made him crazy wondering who was targeting him. She’d never been petty or mean, but Cashe had stolen from her mom immediately after her death, had come to her funeral, had acted like he cared.

He deserved everything she was going to do to him.


CHAPTER NINE



“So what’s the plan after this?” Teague set his backpack on the island in the pristine kitchen.

Lana had been quiet on the ride back, they both had, keeping an eye on the rearview and side mirrors.

But now he needed to know what her next step was. She couldn’t just keep stealing from Cashe like this. It was too risky. They needed to find out what was on that laptop. Teague had looked at it—the encryption was too much for him. And it wasn’t like he could ask Leon what was on it—even if he was playing the role of investigator.

She shrugged, kept her backpack on. “Take a shower. Get some sleep.”

“All right, smartass. I mean after tonight. Or this morning.” It was now almost two. That had been a quick job, smooth and easy. Unlike most jobs. Usually something went wrong—it was like the laws of nature working.

She rolled her shoulders, but still didn’t make a move to unload. “Break into his safety-deposit box. Or one of his warehouses, though that’s really tricky. He’s got heavy security.”

“My suggestion—get someone to break the encryption on the laptop first. See if you can use what’s on it to leverage what you want.”

She nodded, her expression thoughtful. “I’ve thought of that. I’m just worried he’ll realize it’s me. I can’t exactly blackmail him for the necklace outright.”

“You won’t. We can play him, work it so that you demand various items, jewelry, art, a bundle of stuff you’ve heard he has. It’s doable.”

She smothered a yawn and nodded. “Yeah, maybe.”

He bit back a response. He didn’t want her attempting to steal from Cashe anymore. She kept putting herself in danger and he wanted to keep her out of it. Keep her safe. “We could target his businesses. Get him on edge.”

“I…wouldn’t know how to do that. Do you?”

He nodded, still drinking her in, unable to stop. She had on slim-fitting, dark-colored clothes, though she’d taken off her mask and gloves a while ago. Her ponytail was uneven, her hair slightly frizzy from the mask that had been covering it. And he wanted to devour her. “Yeah. Tomorrow let’s talk to your friend about breaking the encryption on the laptop.”

She tensed at that. “Don’t you know someone who could do that?”

He did. A couple different people. Hell, he could ask Anson, but he didn’t want to involve his job in this, didn’t want Lana on his boss’s radar at all. Deep down he worried if the Black Ops group he worked for realized how skilled she was, they might want to use her, hire her. Then she’d never be safe, always going into high-stakes missions, always having to watch her back. Hell no. He broke out in a cold sweat just thinking about it. “Yeah. But that’s a last-choice type of decision.”

“Same for me. I’ll sleep, then think on this.”

He nodded and didn’t protest when she strode out of the kitchen. Her footfalls were quiet as she ascended the stairs. Not long after, he heard the water running, and decided to do a quick check of the house. He’d disabled the cameras right before he’d pulled up to the house, then set them once they were inside. But he still wanted to check all the windows and doors. The security system was set and the exterior cameras were active, but he found himself obsessing over Lana’s safety.

Once he was sure the house was completely locked up tight for the night, he headed to Lana’s room, knocked softly.

He opened the door when he heard a muffled response—then froze.

Lana stood by the edge of her bed in just her underwear, a robe in one hand. Her dark eyes widened, but she didn’t make a move to cover herself. Instead she just gave him a challenging look. “I said hold on.”

He ordered himself not to look at her breasts. Failed completely. Her breasts were full, her light brown nipples little points he’d sucked on, kissed… Wait, what had she said?

“Did you need something?” she asked, slowly sliding her robe on. Her thick hair got tucked under the edge so she pulled it out—slowly—before she covered her gorgeous breasts and tied the sash around her waist.

“What?”

“I said did you need something?” There was only slight amusement in her voice.

Hell. He was too on edge, too distracted. And that was how people got themselves killed. “I checked all the windows. Just wanted to make sure you checked yours.”

“All locked in.” She stared at him, one eyebrow raised. “Is the security system set?”

“Yep.”

“Good. Did you need anything else?”

You, naked in my bed. He kept the thought to himself, however. Barely. “No, but I’m next door if you need me.”

She snorted softly, as if to say fat chance.

Yeah, he deserved that. He needed to come clean with her about his job, the things he’d done. But he was afraid she would cut him out of her life for good then. Just walk away and never look back.

Lana might have lived on the outside of the law most of her life, but she was still different than him. She didn’t carry weapons on any jobs, didn’t even like them. And while her mom had taught her to steal, raised her in a very nontraditional environment, she’d still kept a solid moral core. He’d looked into the jobs she’d pulled with her mom—they’d never taken from anyone who couldn’t afford it. If anything, it was as if her mom had been targeting assholes, making them pay for the crime of being an asshole.

And they’d been good at it. But Lana didn’t have a violent bone in her body.

Unlike him. His whole life seemed as if it revolved around violence since he’d been young. The military had honed him, and the Black Ops group he worked with had only fine-tuned his skills. He was only four years older than Lana, but some days he felt as if he was decades older.

On edge and pissed at himself, the whole situation, he stalked back to his room and straight for the shower. He wouldn’t be able to sleep until he took a little of the edge off. Even then he wasn’t sure he’d get much sleep after that anyway.

Seeing Lana like that had him keyed up, turned-on. Even if he didn’t want to be.

The blast of cold water against his face was a shock to his senses, but his cock was still rock-hard.

He gripped it, not caring about the icy water as he began stroking himself off. He rarely got like this, usually only after a hard mission when his adrenaline was jacked up. Jerking himself off always worked.

But for how hard he was, he wasn’t sure once would be enough.

Lana was everything he’d remembered. Slender, lean, with full breasts and a tapered waist. Her olive-hued skin was a little darker, as if she’d been out in the sun lately, and her hair was longer too. It had been damp, falling in thick ropes past her breasts.

She’d been like a goddess standing there—an annoyed goddess.

As he pictured her, remembered their one and only night together, his balls pulled up tight, his orgasm moving in like a freight train. He rarely came this fast, but after six months without seeing Lana, of missing her so bad he was a walking bruise, he couldn’t hold back.

His orgasm slammed into him hard as he stroked himself off. His other palm slapped against the tile, the now-warm water rolling over him in pulsing jets.

Breathing hard, he let go of his dick, but still couldn’t erase the image of Lana standing there so prettily. So damn perfect.

So damn out of his reach.

Would she touch herself tonight? If she did, would she think about him?

The woman was hard to read when she wanted to be. She might not be trained like he was, but she knew how to throw walls up.

And he’d earned all the walls she’d erected between them. Every single one.

He’d lied to her. Yeah, it had been to keep her safe, but he’d lied to her long before then. He should have laid his cards on the table a hell of a lot earlier than now, should have come clean about who he was before that last mission.

Before they’d slept together.

Because now he was afraid he’d lost her for good. And he didn’t know how he’d recover from that.

With a jerk, he twisted off the shower knob, only half turned-on now and still pissed at himself.

And still wanting her more than his next breath.
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Teague’s eyes flew open in the dark room, his hindbrain alerting him something was off. He jackknifed up.

A creak sounded in the hallway.

It could be Lana, but he grabbed his pistol from the nightstand out of habit. It was already loaded with a bullet in the chamber. His weapon had a silencer but it only muffled sound, didn’t completely mute it. He also palmed his Ka-Bar.

Another creak sounded.

He was silent as he eased toward the doorway, peered out the two-inch crack he’d left open.

A shadow moved down the hall, slightly illuminated by exterior light from one of the bedroom windows. Not Lana’s, because her door was shut.

He couldn’t warn her, could only take out this threat and be ready to take down any more. Ice-cold determination slid through him. He remained where he was, pressed up against the wall by the door, watching as the shadow stopped in front of Lana’s room.

Adrenaline swelled through him, his grip on his pistol tightening. He didn’t know if there was another threat, and if he fired, he could alert anyone else.

Easing the door open, he glanced in the opposite direction the man had come. The upstairs had two points of entry—it was why WITSEC used this house. There were plenty of exits.

Right now, this posed a huge threat to both of them.

He had to risk exposing himself. Moving quietly, he stepped into the hall, pistol up.

The man’s fingers were wrapped around the handle. He raised his opposite hand toward Teague.

Teague fired. Pop. Pop. Pop.

Two to center mass, one to his head.

The body fell with a thud and he raced toward Lana’s room, threw open the door to find her jumping out of bed.

“Hide in the bathroom, lock the door,” he ordered. “I’ve got to check the rest of the house. If you hear anything, call the cops.” He didn’t want to involve local law enforcement at all. He shut the door before she could respond, then headed in the direction the man had come from. He peered down the open set of stairs, got a good view of the living room area. Light streamed in from the high windows that faced the backyard and pool area. Living room was quiet. No movement.

But if he walked down that way, he could be heading right into a trap. Anyone could be in the connected kitchen and could ambush him.

Using his free hand, he pulled out his phone, looked at all the camera feeds. All five appeared normal. And the security system was still armed. Clearly someone had bypassed it.

Instead of moving down this set of stairs, he hurried in the opposite direction and used the back stairs that led to the kitchen.

Ten minutes later, he was certain there was no one else in the house as he hurried back to Lana’s room. He couldn’t believe someone had broken in.

“It’s me,” he murmured through the bathroom door.

It swung open moments later. Lana’s eyes were wide as she scanned him, paused on his pistol. “Are you okay? What happened?”

“Someone broke in. Used a skylight in one of the bathrooms.” The thing was old and standard in a lot of Florida homes. But he should have thought of it.

Her eyes were still wide. “Do we need to call the cops or…” She trailed off at his expression.

“No police. I’ll call in a cleaner to take care of the mess.” He wasn’t supposed to be in this house and the local cops would just complicate things. No, no police for now. Hopefully not at all.

“Mess? Oh…” She eyed him with a trace of shock, as if seeing him for the first time. “A cleaner is like…what it sounds like, right?”

He nodded, locking down everything but the moment. “Pack your stuff. I’m checking the body, going to look for an ID.” Teague doubted there would be any but still had to check. He was also going to scan the man’s fingerprints and send them to one of the techs he worked with, see if anything pinged. Anson had told him that the threat to him was gone, but as of now he wasn’t ruling anything out. “Don’t leave the room until I come back.”

“Do you need help with anything?” Her voice shook slightly but she was holding up well.

“No. I need to make sure he doesn’t have backup.” Teague doubted it, since no one had shown up to check on the dead guy yet, but he still wanted to be sure.

He’d never unpacked his things, so after searching the man—who, no surprise, had no ID—he grabbed his bags and got Lana.

“Just look at me, okay?” he said as he led her out of the bathroom.

Her gaze flicked to the fallen body on the hallway floor, but she quickly glanced away and did as he said, looking into his eyes.

“Was he here for me?” she whispered as they made their way down the back stairs again.

“I don’t know. And I can’t guess.” The method of entry had been slick, but that didn’t mean the guy had been a pro. He hadn’t had a silencer on his weapon and he hadn’t had anything but a pistol. Teague simply couldn’t guess at this point. He needed more intel.

“Where are we going?” she whispered again as they stepped into the garage.

He’d already checked his truck, but did a walk around anyway, before motioning that she should get in the passenger seat. “I know another place where we can lie low for a bit.” He tensed as the garage door opened, his gaze on the door as it seemed to take forever to fully rise.

No one had been waiting—he hadn’t seen anyone on the cameras—but all his muscles had pulled taut regardless.

Because he had Lana to worry about, not just himself. And there were too many variables, too many unknowns. He wanted her safe. That was all that mattered.

“Where is this other place?”

“A marina. Buddy of mine owns a boat. He’ll be out of the country till the end of the year. He already told me I could use it while he was gone.”

She was rigid in the passenger seat, her breathing a little shallow.

“You okay?” He reached out, gently squeezed her knee.

To his surprise, she covered his hand briefly, squeezed back. “Freaked out a little. I knew you did security and stuff—or whatever. Now… This is a lot to take. And that guy was likely going to kill me. Or you. Both, I guess.” She sucked in a long breath. “I’m just trying to process all this.”

Nodding, he squeezed again, but forced his gaze back to the road. He hadn’t done enough to keep her safe tonight. And now she had even more to deal with.

That never should have happened—he wasn’t going to fail her again.


CHAPTER TEN



“When you said boat, I didn’t think you meant yacht.” Lana stood in the middle of the cabin, did a slow spin as she took in all the smooth wood and buttercream leather seating. She wasn’t sure if it would be considered an actual yacht but it had to be at least forty feet. “This can’t be too old, right?” She’d been in cabin-cruiser-type boats before but they’d all been a little older with carpet and that damp, musty scent to them. All the floors in this boat were no doubt some sort of teak and everything smelled like…money. Fresh and new.

“Four years, maybe. Not many hours though. The owner is gone a lot but he has someone who takes care of it.”

“I’ll say,” she murmured, taking a seat at the curved booth in the kitchen area, more or less collapsing into it.

Teague had driven around a while to make sure they didn’t have a tail. Then they’d stopped at Publix and grabbed some essentials in case they had to lie low for a while. It was about eight in the morning now and she wanted coffee. And to figure out their next move. And oddly enough, she wanted a nap. But coffee sounded amazing too.

She rubbed her temple as Teague started putting their foodstuff into the sleek-looking fridge. The cover of the fridge blended with the rest of the shiny wood paneling in the interior. The space felt large, likely because of all the windows surrounding them. Thankfully they were all tinted, so even with the morning light peeking in, she knew no one could see inside. Not really. And there hadn’t been anyone around when they’d been boarding. Most of the boats and yachts docked near them were clearly for pleasure cruising only. No one appeared to be living on any of them.

“You want me to make coffee?” she asked as Teague started setting the dry stuff into one of the cupboards.

He shot her a surprised glance over his shoulder. “You sure you don’t want to sleep?”

“Are you saying I look tired?” Her brain certainly was.

He gave her a dry look. “No. But you’ve had a shock to your system. I need to make a few calls before we do anything. I want to check in with Cashe’s security guy, see if Cashe sent someone after you. If not, this changes things.”

“If they weren’t after me, then… Does someone want you dead?” She hadn’t even thought that was a possibility.

“Potentially.” His tone was without inflection.

Worry spiked inside her. “Who? Why? Should you even be helping me, then? I don’t want you putting yourself in more danger.”

“The person who wanted me dead is supposed to be dead themselves, so…” He rubbed a hand over his face and for the first time she saw exhaustion creeping into his expression. “I need more info.”

She nodded, deciding not to push. “What can I do to help?”

“Sleep. I’ll feel better if I know you’ve gotten some rest.”

Despite all the weirdness and tension between them, she still cared for him. Deeply. She slid out of the seat and took a few steps across the galley kitchen, slipping her hands around his waist.

He seemed startled but pulled her into a tight hug, held her close.

For a long moment she closed her eyes, buried her face against his chest. He was steady, a rock. And she needed that right now. “Thank you for saving my life.” Because he definitely had. Whoever that dead man on the hallway floor was, regardless of who he’d come after, he’d been in that house with the intention to commit murder. Even if she hadn’t been the intended target, she’d have ended up in his crossfire anyway.

Teague simply hugged her tighter, burying his face against the top of her head.

When she felt him inhale, she felt a little less bad for sniffing him like a total weirdo too. But he smelled familiar, delicious, like home. At that thought she nearly jolted, sinking back into reality.

He wasn’t her home. Never had been.

Never would be. He didn’t trust her enough to be honest, open with her.

She stepped back, cleared her throat. “I think I might take that nap.” A yawn escaped, as if to punctuate that, yeah, she actually was tired. And not running away like a coward.

Though it was a bit of both.

“Bed’s through there.” He pointed to the front of the boat, to the open doorway.

Avoiding his gaze, she grabbed her bag and descended into what turned out to be a decent-sized sleeping space. The bed was king-sized and took up most of it but there was also a gorgeous bathroom tucked off to the side.

Setting her bag down, she lay down on the bed, intending to just close her eyes for a minute, to regroup, but sleep claimed her in moments.
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Teague peeked in on Lana, wasn’t surprised she’d drifted already. She’d looked shocked after seeing the dead body and the blood pooling around it.

People processed things different ways, and sometimes sleep was a cure-all for shock. He hoped it was for her.

After starting the coffeepot, he pulled out one of his burner phones, called Leon.

On the third ring, the other man picked up. “Leon here.” There were muted sounds in the background, low speaking voices.

“It’s me.”

“Hold on, let me go somewhere more private.” After the sound of a door shutting heavily, Leon continued. “What’s up?”

“Someone tried to kill me last night.”

“What?”

“Did your boss hire anyone else for the break-in job?”

“Hell no.” He sounded sincere.

But Teague didn’t trust him, didn’t trust anyone for the most part, aside from Lana and Anson. “You sure?”

Leon snorted. “Yeah I’m sure. And why would my boss try to kill you? He doesn’t even know you.”

Teague couldn’t outright ask if his boss had figured out what Lana was up to without giving himself away. So he kept the focus on himself. “Maybe someone doesn’t want me getting in the way of their payday.”

“You’re the only one on the job. Besides me, but I’m busy right now. He’s got a ton of meetings today.”

Okay, so it sounded like Cashe didn’t know about Lana’s involvement. “It’s Sunday.”

“So? Cashe never sleeps. Look, I’m going to need something from you soon. He’s pissed about the break-in. He’s offered a big bonus if you find out who did this and retrieve his laptop within the week.”

He was ready with his answer. “I’ve done some digging and it appears the thief was hired by someone in Orlando. Someone with ties to drug running. Fentanyl, specifically. I don’t know who but they don’t like Cashe and want to take over some of his territory. I heard they might be targeting other properties of his. A condo on Collins,” he said, naming the place they’d already broken into. Then he listed two more properties. “He might want to lock those locations down, especially the condo.” Teague had planted a listening device there, and while he couldn’t be sure Cashe would visit it, he hoped to catch anything Cashe said.

“The condo on Collins is just where he takes women.”

“I’m just telling you what I’ve learned. The person hired seems to be a contract hire. They’ve gone to ground, but I’m hunting them. Have you found out anything about them?”

“No, they’re like a ghost. I’m impressed you’ve found out anything at all. Anything else?”

“Yeah, who’s Cashe meeting with today? What kind of deals is he working on right now?”

“I…can’t tell you over the phone.” Leon’s voice dropped. “I’ll text you soon though.”

“Okay.”

Once they disconnected, Teague checked on Lana again. Still sleeping. He grabbed a blanket from one of the cabinets and draped it over her. She shifted slightly, but didn’t open her eyes. He resisted the urge to brush his thumb against her cheek, to touch her smooth skin.

She wasn’t his and he didn’t have that right.

She’d taken him by surprise earlier, hugging him. He hadn’t wanted to let go.

Sighing, he shut the cabin door and poured himself another cup of coffee right as his phone started buzzing with an incoming text from Dawn, the analyst he worked with.

Your guy has a long record. No ties to any criminal org. Still running his info, but so far nothing much. Just a POS who can’t stay out of jail.

He texted back immediately. Thanks. Keep me updated.

In response, he got a thumbs-up.

Picking up his coffee, he went to the stern of the boat, looked out at the dock and other boats in the marina through the big glass doors. This cruiser ran over a million, he knew that much. And it was definitely worth it. Sleek, fast and all top-of-the-line interior and exterior. Nothing looked out of the ordinary outside, just a calm day in the marina. This place was quiet and relatively safe. Almost no one lived on any of these boats and no one knew he was here.

And…he was stalling. He had someone he could ask to crack that laptop. But they were going to be pissed to see him.

Instinct was telling him that he and Lana needed to crack it. Cashe was pushing hard to find out who’d stolen from him. Offering a bonus this soon after hiring him proved that.

Deciding to make the move he really didn’t want to, he untied the boat and cast off. He’d driven it before and it had an excellent GPS. And traveling this way up the coast would be easiest.

No one would be tailing them anyway. And if anyone was looking for Lana using CCTVs, they wouldn’t find her. Not that it seemed Cashe was even aware of her involvement. And he planned to keep it that way.

He didn’t wake Lana as he started prepping, wanting her to sleep as long as possible. To his surprise, she didn’t wake up even as he hit the open waters.

She was sleeping soundly because at her most primal level she knew she could trust him. He would always have her back. He just wasn’t sure they could weather the storm that was coming.


CHAPTER ELEVEN



“You’ve been really quiet about where we’re going.” Lana side-eyed Teague as they strode down the dock of another marina. She’d only been up for the last twenty minutes to find that they’d left Miami and he’d driven them up the coast to Fort Lauderdale. She’d clearly been exhausted to have slept through the trip. Her body and mind had needed the sleep.

She had on sunglasses and so did he, which made it harder for her to read him. And he was already difficult to begin with. At least she felt refreshed after sleeping. It was still weird and scary as hell what had happened at the house, but she’d sort of tucked it away in her mind.

It wasn’t the dead body that had bothered her, she’d realized after waking. She’d seen some awful stuff at the hospital, though not much since she was mostly in maternity wards. And the sad things she’d witnessed there were a different kind of sad. But last night… Teague had killed someone. And he’d called someone in to clean it up. Just like that. As if he’d done it before.

That was what she’d had a hard time coming to terms with. She felt like she was seeing him for the first time and it had shaken her to her core. She still trusted him to have her back; he’d proven to her that he would. It was simply weird getting to know this different man. Or maybe not different, but a new side to him. One he’d hidden from her before.

A man she’d slept with, shared her body with. A man she could admit she was still a teeny bit obsessed over. Okay, more than a teeny bit. And he’d kept a huge part of himself from her when she’d bared her soul to him.

As they reached the end of the dock, he nodded toward the parking lot to their right. And at least he answered. “I didn’t tell you where we were going because I don’t want to make this trip. But we need to get inside that laptop. There’s our ride.”

She followed his gaze to a waiting four-door black sedan. There was a little sticker on the front window indicating that this driver was from the rideshare company Teague had contacted.

She slid into the back seat, with Teague close behind. He kept his body pressed against hers, his big leg lining up with hers so that she didn’t have even an inch of space.

“You sure this is where you want to go?” The man held up his phone, showing the address.

It meant nothing to Lana, but Teague nodded. “Yep.”

“Okay. Any preference on music?”

“You pick.” Teague leaned back, slid his arm over the back seat behind her in what felt like a protective gesture.

Maybe she was reading into it, but she didn’t care. She resisted the urge to lean into him, to lay her head on his shoulder. She appreciated his help, was relieved to have it, but this whole situation felt wild. Out of control.

And she felt as if she couldn’t get off this roller coaster because she’d started this whole mess by going after Cashe.

She couldn’t expect anything from Teague after this, after she got her family heirloom back. He would leave again, she had no doubt. And he still refused to tell her what he did for a living and why he’d let her believe he’d died. Though she’d put some of the pieces together after last night, at least vaguely.

Twenty minutes later the driver pulled into an empty parking lot of a warehouse. The building was box-shaped with no sign indicating what the place was. On either side of it were different businesses—one selling huge fountains and the other selling pool supplies—and a fence on each side separated them.

Once they were alone in the parking lot, she slid her sunglasses onto her head and eyed Teague. “What is this place?”

“Hell,” he muttered, before stalking toward the side of the building.

And that was when Lana saw a whole lot of cameras. Just like…an entire row of them right under the roofline. Oookaay. “Are we safe?” she murmured.

“You are.”

“Wait, what—”

“Get the fuck off my property, turd face!” a female voice announced from somewhere.

That was when Lana saw a speaker box by the door they’d stopped at. She looked at Teague, who slid his sunglasses on his head now, his expression dry as he faced the camera.

Turd face?

“Open the damn door, Harley.” Teague’s jaw tightened as he stared at the camera by the speaker box.

Harley? Like the motorcycle? Or maybe the supervillain? The woman’s voice was sexy…which was sort of annoying. Was this woman an ex? Maybe that was why he’d been all vague about who she was.

“Eat shit and die,” the woman responded.

“I wouldn’t be here if it wasn’t important,” Teague said in a level voice.

“Boo freaking hoo. Get off my property now before—”

“What? You gonna call the cops?” Teague snorted.

“Before I shoot you.”

Lana’s eyes widened.

Teague didn’t bat an eyelash. “You’re gonna like what I’ve got.”

“Not falling for that line again.”

“Are you kidding me,” Lana muttered. “You’re asking an ex for help?” For some reason that pissed her off more than anything else. Teague had just brought her to his ex’s doorstep with no heads-up.

“I’m not his ex!” the woman cried. “I wouldn’t fuck him if he was the last human on earth.”

Teague shot Lana a look that mirrored the other woman’s horrified tone.

It eased the jealous beast that had flared inside her, her claws retracting. Where on earth had this come from? She’d never been jealous. Until him. She knew why he brought out that side to her even if she didn’t want to admit it.

“Open the damn door and you’ll get a chance at payback against Jeremy Cashe,” he finally said quietly.

There was a long pause, then the door snicked open.

“Stay behind me,” he murmured, quickly stepping in front of her.

Lana started to ask why, heard a big whooshing sound, then a big splat of purple paint smothered the front of Teague’s shirt. It was quickly followed by a matching green splat.

He grunted slightly at the impact. “You done? Because if you hit her with this shit, I’ll burn your place to the ground.”

A shiver snaked down Lana’s spine at his words, his tone—he was serious.

“Come in, asshole,” the woman snapped.

Lana wasn’t sure what she’d been expecting, but it hadn’t been…what they stepped into. To the left was a huge pool area and above it was a huge glass ceiling over the swimming area. It was tinted but still let in a lot of gorgeous light and basically seemed to meld with the rest of the ceiling. She wondered how it had been constructed.

To the right was a gaming area complete with a huge television on the wall and a gaming console that would make any teenager jealous. Beyond all of that, the rest of the warehouse was open concept with a big living space and a state-of-the-art kitchen. Lana had never seen a warehouse like this before. The whole place was so random and kind of cool.

“This is amazing,” she murmured, stepping forward as Teague and Harley faced off with each other. “Did you design this?”

“I did.” The woman, a tall, leggy brunette who was maybe thirty years old, eyed her up and down. “You hungry or thirsty? I can make you almost anything you want.” She motioned to the bar area right off the kitchen and there was pretty much any type of alcohol Lana could imagine. She was so off-kilter though that alcohol just sounded like a bad idea.

Her eyes widened as she looked back at the woman, fully taking her in—jeez, she was ridiculously gorgeous. “Water is actually fine, thank you.”

Harley nodded, then glared at Teague. “No hospitality for you. Like I said, you can eat shit and die.” Turning, she stalked off in the direction of the bar and Teague shot Lana an unreadable look before following.

Lana tightened her fingers on her backpack straps as she trailed after them, taking in the rest of the interior. There were a couple doors on the far side and she wondered if that was where bedrooms were. She certainly wasn’t going to ask but couldn’t help her curiosity.

“You need to let the past go.” Teague sat at the bar as Harley pulled out a bottle of vodka.

In black, ripped-up skintight jeans, a black T-shirt and black boots, she looked like, well, like a badass. Her fingernails were painted purple with sparkly green stripes. Her hair was dark, and thick and shiny silver eyeliner ringed her eyes, making her green eyes pop.

Lana sat next to him, but didn’t take her backpack off. Teague seemed to think they’d be fine but she wasn’t sure if they’d have to run at a moment’s notice, given the paintball-gun-wielding woman’s expression. He currently had paint dripping all down the front of his shirt but didn’t seem to care. This was like some alternate universe she’d stepped into.

“Tell me why you’re here and make it quick,” Harley snapped, then looked at Lana. “Sure you don’t want a martini? I make a mean one.”

“Okay, thanks.” Screw it, today was weird so she was going to have a martini at noon. This was her life now.

Harley nodded in approval and started mixing the vodka and dry vermouth as she said, “I heard someone robbed that asshole. It’s quiet chatter, but I heard he’s pissed.” She cackled at that. “I wish I knew who because I’d buy them a drink.”

“It was her.” Teague jerked a thumb at Lana. “She’s robbed him twice, to be accurate.”

Harley raised a dark eyebrow, her bright green eyes sparking with interest as she eyed Lana again. “You broke into his estate?”

She nodded.

“Nice.” She slid the drink over to her. “Extra olives for you.”

Lana snorted out a laugh. Today had not gone where she thought it would, but this woman was entertaining. Why was she so pissed at Teague though?

“So why are you here? Unless it’s to pay me back the money you stole. This is a good story, but that doesn’t pay my bills.”

“For the last time, I didn’t steal from you,” Teague answered. “You made a dumb fucking decision by agreeing to run those weapons.”

“You run guns?” Lana blurted, her martini halfway to her mouth.

Harley shoved out a sigh. “No. I did once. Or I tried to. And your boyfriend here got me arrested.”

Lana didn’t correct the boyfriend assumption.

“Incorrect,” Teague snapped. “I made sure you got let go during that raid, that no blowback ever rained down on you. Yeah, you lost money, but you fucking deserved it for trying to move weapons.”

“I didn’t know it was weapons at the time,” she muttered churlishly. Then she sighed again, but the tension in her shoulders seemed to ease. “So what do you need?”

“We have Cashe’s laptop. It’s encrypted. I need you to break into it.”

The woman’s eyes lit up as she took a sip of her drink. “What’s in it for me?”

“The chance to screw him over,” Teague said. “You’ve wanted to bring him down for a long time.”

“And fifty grand I stole from him is yours if you do it,” Lana added.

The woman grinned. “Okay, I’ll do it. What’s your name anyway?”

“Uh uh. No names,” Teague practically growled, half rising in his seat as if he’d go over the bar.

“I’m gonna find out anyway,” Harley said with a shrug.

Lana figured that if they were asking this woman to hack into a heavily encrypted computer, she’d have no problem figuring out Lana’s real name. So she decided to go with honesty. Her mom had always told her to lead with her instinct so she decided to do so now. “My name is Lana. Cashe stole something important from me. Something sentimental. And I’m going to get it back. He hired someone to find me, then offered a bonus to bring back that laptop this week, so he wants it bad.”

Harley grinned, looking a bit like an evil genius. “Oh, this is too good. You’ve got it with you?”

Before she could respond, Teague spoke. “If you screw me on this, I’ll bring down every arsenal I have on you. You’ll rot in a prison cell for the rest of your life.”

Harley glared at him, held out her hand instead of responding to his threat.

Lana unzipped the backpack and gave her the laptop. Harley then shot Teague the bird before disappearing behind one of the doors.

“Did you really need to threaten her?” Lana whispered.

Teague shrugged and peeled his shirt off, wincing slightly.

“Did those paintballs hurt?” She’d never played before but it had sounded loud when they’d hit him. Two bright welts covered his pecs, making Lana wince at the sight of them. There were also…new scars. Puckered ones, below his left pec. And one on his upper right shoulder. She wanted to ask about them, was afraid to.

“There’s a reason you wear padding when playing,” he muttered before tossing the shirt into the bar’s sink.

Lana tried not to stare at his bare chest. Failed. So she took her drink, slid off the stool and started to wander around. “She actually lives here?”

“Yeah. Lives and works. Though she’s got other hidey-holes, I’m sure. She’d be ready to bolt at a moment’s notice.”

“This place is cool.” She strode across what looked like painted concrete flooring. There was a pale purple and gray swirling design across the whole floor, but yeah, this was concrete.

“It actually is.” Teague sounded annoyed to admit it.

She nearly started when she realized he was right next to her. He was so quiet. She walked through the seating area to a bank of tinted windows that overlooked a garden. There was so much color outside, most of the plants looked as if they were growing wild.

“She tends everything, though it looks manic out there,” he said as if he’d read her mind.

“How do you know her anyway?” She turned away from the window and went to sit on a cushy purple couch. The martini was a bit strong so she set it down on the round ottoman in the middle of the seating.

“Met her on a job. She fed me information for a while. She’s a good contact to have.” His expression turned pensive.

“Did you guys ever sleep together?” She knew what they’d both said, but that didn’t mean anything.

“No.” He gave a short shake of his head. “It was never like that between us. Though we did use to be friendly at least.”

“Until she tried to run guns?”

“Yep.” His jaw tightened. “And I warned her not to get in business with those guys. I did everything I could to make sure she didn’t end up in jail. She knows all that too. And she’s still pissed at me.”

“She’s probably angrier at herself than you. Seeing you probably embarrasses her.”

He lifted a big shoulder, stretched out on the other side of the couch, his abs on full display now.

Woo boy. She grabbed her drink, needing to keep her focus on anything but the mouthwatering exhibit in front of her.

Teague stretched his legs out, leaning back slightly, as if he was intentionally posing for her.

“So how much do you trust her, really?” she murmured, keeping her voice low as she struggled not to get distracted. Though from the looks of the outside, it was possible this woman had her place bugged.

“For this, a hundred percent. She hates Cashe. He screwed her over on a deal years ago and she’s been pissed about it ever since.”

“Pissed at him the same way she’s angry at you?”

He snorted. “Nah. She actually hates him. She’s just pissed at me. Or herself,” he conceded, agreeing with her earlier words. “He cost her money and tried to steal from her—and she holds a grudge. She’d have likely taken this job for free.”

“Well now she has even more incentive.” Lana stood, unable to be on the couch anymore with Teague half naked. Her cheeks were flushed and she knew it was only partly because of the vodka. And mostly because of him.

He was even more ripped than she remembered, and definitely had a few more scars than the last time she’d seen him naked. She wanted to ask where and how he’d gotten them, but didn’t want to deal with him clamming up again. Of basically rejecting her with his silence. Or worse, she didn’t want him to lie to her. The thought of him lying even more carved her up inside.

“You can look all you want.” Teague’s voice was smug.

Oooh, he was onto her. “Hmm?” She downed her drink as she made her way back to the bar, pretending not to understand.

“At me. It doesn’t offend me—I love your eyes on me. But I love your hands even more.”

She set the glass next to the sink, still not looking up. This conversation had taken a wild turn into territory she didn’t dare venture into, and she wasn’t sure how to get it back on track. Wasn’t sure what to say at all.

“You can do more than just look.” Teague’s voice was right behind her.

Lana jumped, spun around. “Don’t do that,” she ordered, her voice shaking. “You scared me.”

He didn’t move back, just leaned against the edge of the countertop. The rows of bottles, mirror and lights created a sensual backdrop behind him as he simply watched her, clear lust in his gaze.

“What are you doing right now?” she whispered, heart thudding. He weakened her. Made her crazy.

“She’s gonna be a while. And we’re essentially alone.” He moved closer, stalking like a predator.

Lana didn’t retreat, knowing that would be a mistake. She couldn’t show any weakness. “So?”

“So…” His heated gaze fell to her mouth. “I’ve missed you.”

She swallowed hard. “I’ve missed you too.” She didn’t want to admit the truth, but the words tumbled out anyway. “You lied to me though,” she whispered. “Let me think you were dead. Won’t tell me anything real about yourself.”

He moved closer, the lust flaring even brighter. “I know. I’m sorry. More than you’ll ever know.” He reached out, gently cupped her cheek and jaw with his hand. When he oh so slowly rubbed his thumb over her bottom lip, she could feel her resolve crumbling, the solidly built walls she had in place starting to come down.

“Hope I’m not interrupting.” Harley’s voice cut through the air, the tension, completely ruining the moment.

Lana whirled away from him, taking the opening she needed to get some physical distance between them. And she needed to remind herself to keep that same distance from this point forward. If she gave in to him again…no. No, no, no.

She was not getting her heart broken again. Or…even more. She’d already mourned him once. She wasn’t going to do it again.


CHAPTER TWELVE



“Iknow I’ve said it, but this place is just so cool.” Lana leaned back on the pool float, amazed that the glass portion of the ceiling rolled back. She imagined that when it rained, it sounded cool against the glass.

Harley had invited both of them into the pool—Teague had declined to join them. But Lana had taken her up on it and borrowed a slightly too big bikini. The top she’d been able to pull tight, but the bottom was a little loose because the other woman was taller.

Teague was currently in the kitchen, cooking dinner for them. Which was unexpected.

Harley was running some programs she’d built in an attempt to crack the encryption and it was apparently going to take “as long as it takes,” according to her.

Since they were stuck here, Lana figured she might as well enjoy herself. And get some distance from Teague. The man was just too tempting.

“Thanks.” Harley was leaning against the edge of the pool, her arms outstretched along the tiled border. Her bikini was a strappy white thing that crisscrossed all around her middle. It looked interesting, if a bit uncomfortable. “It took a while for my vision to come to life, but it was worth the wait. I didn’t want to live in a regular neighborhood and my dad left me this warehouse. So I decided to just go for it. To do exactly what I wanted, to live like I want.” She lifted a shoulder, let her head fall back as she soaked up some of the waning sun.

It was later afternoon so they only got minimal sunlight from above. “If I was still drinking, I would toast that sentiment.” Lana had switched to water hours ago, limiting herself to that one martini. Because clearly vodka made her want to do stupid things, like kiss Teague.

“So what’s up with you and Teague? You’re too good for him, let me start by saying that. But I’m curious about the two of you.”

“We are…friends. He’s helping me with this whole Cashe thing.” She got off the flamingo-shaped float and swam to the edge near Harley. She didn’t think Teague could hear them from the kitchen area, but she didn’t want to have this conversation loudly anyway.

Music trailed in from the connecting rooms and she could see him moving around—still shirtless because he obviously wanted to give her a heart attack.

“Friends?” Harley snorted. “That man wants to eat you for dinner. Not that I blame him.”

Lana shot her a startled glance.

Harley grinned. “What can I say, I have a type. Greek goddesses.”

Lana felt her cheeks warm, which just made Harley laugh.

“Sorry, not trying to make you uncomfortable. Clearly I’ve had too many drinks.” She rubbed a hand over her face, laughed. “So, what did Cashe take from you? I’m helping no matter what, so don’t feel like you have to answer. I’m just curious. He’s such a shithead, running some of his businesses just on the right side of the law. A fucking slumlord.” She grunted in disgust.

“What? He is?”

“Not anymore, but he was at one point. It was one of the rackets he ran before he got uber rich—partly it’s how he got so rich. Off the backs of the poor. He’s revolting.”

“I…did not know that.” There was a lot she clearly didn’t know about the man. And it surprised her that her mom had gone into business with him. All the little things she’d been learning about Cashe, on top of the fact that he’d stolen from her mom days after her death, just made Lana question everything. Her mom had always had a code she lived by and this didn’t line up with what Lana knew about her.

She cleared her throat. “My mom went into business with him last year. I don’t actually know why, the more I learn about him. But she made good money and got to work with ancient artifacts, something she loved.” But that sounded hollow now that Lana knew more. “She died about six months ago and he stole from her. From me, really, since she left all her belongings to me. Then he came to her funeral, looked me in the face and told me how sorry he was, how missed she’d be. He offered to help in any way he could. I didn’t know he’d stolen from her then or I don’t know if I’d have been able to keep my cool. He still doesn’t know I know—or I don’t think he does.”

“Her mom’s name was Daphne Florakis—aka La Umbra,” Teague said, striding into the pool area.

“Oh my God!” Harley shoved off the side of the pool, turning to face her fully. “Seriously? She was a legend… Shit, I’m really sorry about her. Truly. I’d heard she’d died, but…I’m sorry. And you don’t have to pay me anything,” she added.

“Thanks. But the fifty grand is yours. I promised.”

Harley nodded, watching her closely for a moment. “Why was she working with Cashe?”

“I thought I knew before, but now…I don’t know.”

“Maybe she was running a con on him.”

“Maybe.” But her mom had sworn she was going straight, had pushed Lana to as well.

It had been easy for Lana; she’d liked carving out a new life, putting down roots. Not having to be so paranoid all the time, constantly watching her back everywhere she went, never letting her guard down. The older she got, the more that kind of life had weighed on her. She didn’t know how her mom had lived that way basically her entire life.

“Food’s ready,” Teague said quietly, eyes on her.

Lana forced herself to meet his gaze, was quickly ensnared by his pale blue eyes. “Thanks.”

“Come on, I’ve got a robe you can borrow.” Harley started for the edge of the pool, and as she followed her the other woman glanced over her shoulder. “If things don’t work out with him, I’m definitely available.”

“I can hear you,” Teague called out as he headed back to the kitchen.

“I wasn’t whispering,” she snarked as she grabbed two plush purple robes off hooks, handed one to Lana. She started to say something else, then turned at a beeping sound. She hurried to the phone she’d left on one of the lounge chairs. “I think I might have something with the laptop.” Without waiting for a response, she slipped into the robe and started wrapping her hair in a towel as she hurried away.

Lana squeezed the water out of her hair before she wrapped it up in a purple towel that matched the robe. Then she slid the long, ultra-soft material around her. It was like a cloud cocooning her.

Not that it did anything to lessen the tension coiled inside her as she headed to the kitchen and bar area. Teague was setting out plates on the bar top as she approached.

“Harley might have found something,” she said as she eyed the paella, definitely impressed.

“I heard… How are you? I know talking about your mom has to be painful.”

“Okay. Truly.” But talking about her had Lana thinking. “Do you think it was possible my mom was running some sort of long game on Cashe?”

He nodded as he scooped the rice and seafood dish into one of the bowls. “I do. I looked into him after we met and you told me about your past, and it never fully sat right with me that she took a job with him. It didn’t match her M.O.”

“What?”

He paused, eyed her for a long moment. “Can I be blunt?”

She nodded, inhaling the rich scents, her stomach rumbling in appreciation. She couldn’t believe he’d whipped this up. “Please.”

“Your mom was no saint. She lived her life on her terms and made no apologies for it. But she was still a thief—and I’m not judging. I promise. That said, she had a sort of code. She was very particular about who she took from. I sort of thought of her as a vigilante-type thief.”

“Vigilante?” Lana had never thought of it that way.

“That’s probably the wrong word. But she took from people who had caused others harm—the asshole in Australia who tried to leave his wife and kids penniless, the man in New York who scammed all those retirees. And yes, she kept plenty for herself, but if someone had been harmed, she made sure that money found a way back to them. I respect that. And that’s why I have a hard time believing that she hooked up with Cashe, former slumlord. Harley’s right about that, for the record.”

“Do you have a file on him I could look at?” Lana had done a bunch of research on Cashe, but it had been on his properties, his current businesses. She hadn’t thought to look into his past because she’d been concerned with getting back what he stole. Maybe she should have dug deeper, cast a bigger net.

“I do and you can. Now eat.” He nudged the plate a little closer and poured her a glass of sparkling water.

“This smells really good. I kind of can’t believe you cooked.”

He lifted an eyebrow as he served the other two plates. “Why not?”

“I don’t know. I guess I didn’t know you could. We always got takeout or went out places.”

“Not always. I cooked for you the morning I left.” His voice dropped an octave as he watched her closely.

Ah, that he had. He’d cooked omelets, then not long after, they’d had sex on the kitchen floor.

Avoiding his gaze, she took a big bite, and sighed in pleasure. Wow, okay, so he knew what he was doing, at least with this dish. When she looked up, she found him watching her with so much heat.

All the heat.

Her mouth went dry and her nipples tightened against the bikini top. She remembered what it had been like with him. What it had been like to be the focus of all that raw, hungry intensity. And her body wanted more.

“Eat,” he finally murmured and turned around to grab water from the mini-fridge.

Feeling off-kilter, she did as he said, because she was hungry. Starving, apparently, she realized as she dug in.

By the time they both finished, Harley strode into the kitchen, changed back into her black-on-black ensemble, but with purple and black socks this time. And her damp hair was twisted into a coil at her nape.

And she had a big grin on her face, as well as the laptop in hand. “It’s open. There’s a lot of data on here. I don’t know what most of it is. Not without further digging. But you won’t have a problem now. I removed all the passwords so it’s open for you to dig into at will.” She set the laptop on the bar near Lana, then stepped around her, eyeing the food. “Damn, you are good for something after all.”

Teague just snorted, but his mouth curved up slightly. “Thanks. I put the money on your couch.”

She glanced at the two of them, nodded. “Thanks. And…don’t be a stranger,” she said to Lana. “If you ever want to hang out, call me.” There was no flirting now, just sincerity as she slid a little card to her.

Lana saw it simply had a phone number on it. “I will. Thanks. And if you’re ever in Miami, look me up.”

“What if I want to hang out?” Teague’s expression was flat.

“Suck it.” Harley jumped onto the stool and dug in, making Lana laugh.

Lana helped Teague clean up the dishes, putting everything in the dishwasher, even though she really wanted to dive into the laptop. To see what Cashe was hiding.

But Harley had helped them in a huge way—she wasn’t going to just dine and dash like a jerk.

Once everything was clean and Lana had changed back into dry clothing, Harley grabbed a set of keys off a hook behind the bar. “Thank you for cleaning up…and for dinner,” she said, almost grudgingly. “You guys want a ride? I saw you arrive with a driver.”

Teague looked faintly surprised, but nodded. “Yeah, thanks. We’re not too far. Does this mean I’m forgiven?”

Harley just shrugged and didn’t tell him to eat shit and die, so Lana thought he might just be.


CHAPTER THIRTEEN



Lana didn’t think it was possible for her eyes to hurt more, but she was exhausted from combing through files on Cashe’s computer. There was just so much information and a lot of it was boring files. As she leaned back in the curved seating area of the boat, Teague plucked up the laptop from her before she could stop him.

“That’s enough for tonight.” He tucked it under his arm, his expression challenging.

“So you tell me what to do now?” There was no heat in her voice. She was exhausted, had been looking at the laptop on the boat ride back to Miami and well after he’d docked.

His gaze fell to her mouth and heat flared bright in his pale eyes.

And oh God, she was tired of fighting her attraction to him, that magnetic energy buzzing between them.

“I’m not telling you what to do. I’m suggesting you get some sleep. It’s been a long day.” He secured the laptop into one of the cabinets before he strode to the back of the boat, looked out the glass doors at the dock and marina beyond.

The sun had set hours ago, but the place was lit up, the security here decent enough. She felt safe, especially with Teague here.

Yawning, she stretched her arms above her head. “The ride back was smooth. You’re good at driving this thing.”

“Weather helped.” He shrugged, glanced out the back bay of windows and doors again.

It had been quiet when they’d pulled in an hour ago. And it still was, thankfully. “Today was so weird,” she murmured, standing now. She stretched again, twisting back and forth. Normally she didn’t sit for long periods and was feeling the effects now.

“It definitely was. So, what did you find on the laptop?”

“I don’t know yet. I assume you’re going to look at it?”

“Later.” He still stood near the back glass doors, eyeing her carefully. The big living space between them wasn’t big enough. Nothing would be big enough.

She didn’t know what to make of his look. So she turned away, looked into the little fridge, mainly to keep her hands busy and her gaze averted.

“I have an idea for breaking into Cashe’s safety-deposit box.” His tone was almost resigned.

Surprised, she shoved the door closed and turned to face him. “Really?” Lana had hoped to find information on the laptop about where he kept all his valuables, and she might eventually. But so many of his files had clearly been created in a code. She needed the key to break the cypher.

“Yeah.” His expression matched his resigned tone. “For the record, I don’t like this.”

“I don’t like it either.” She hated all of this but she refused to let Cashe get away with stealing from her. “And I don’t need your help.” A hint of petulance crept into her voice. She hadn’t asked for it, had been doing fine on her own.

Teague stepped closer, and given the smaller interior it was easy to feel crowded.

And he was definitely crowding her intentionally, she realized as he basically backed her up into one of the countertops by the kitchen sink.

“You do need my help.” His eyes were on her mouth as he spoke, his big hands on either side of her as he effectively caged her in. He wasn’t touching her, but if she moved forward at all, he would be.

God, it would be so easy to fall into his arms, to throw caution to the wind. They had a bed just a few feet away, one they could easily put to good use. She cleared her throat, forcing herself to speak. “So what’s your plan?” The question came out all raspy. Her heart rate was out of control with him so close and her gaze kept straying to his mouth, his full bottom lip.

Clearly he was doing this to get under her skin—and it was working.

“I’ll bribe someone at the bank.”

She blinked, looking up at him. She hadn’t expected that. “What?”

“It’s easier than planning an elaborate con. And it’ll be quicker.”

“But…how would you even go about that?”

His ice-blue eyes were on her mouth again, heated and hungry. “I have my ways.”

When he spoke, she released a breath she hadn’t realized she was holding. Good God, what was wrong with her? “That’s not an answer,” she whispered. “And back up.” She shoved gently at his chest, mindful of the paintball bruising he had to be feeling under his T-shirt.

“No.”

She glared up at him. “No?”

He leaned down so they were inches apart, his wild scent making her feel light-headed. She reached back to clutch onto the counter, grabbed his hands on accident. “Why are you fighting this attraction between us?”

Because you hurt me, sliced me open, let me think you were dead. She didn’t say the words, simply swallowed hard. She couldn’t think of a single thing to say that wouldn’t end with her crying. And she sure as hell wasn’t going to make herself vulnerable with him again. She’d laid herself bare for him once before, in more ways than one. And he’d kept part of himself from her—a huge, important part that helped shape who he was. She didn’t know him, not really.

He leaned closer until their lips barely touched, his warm breath fanning her face.

All her muscles pulled taut, her lower body clenching with pent-up need at his nearness. Her breasts were heavy, her nipples rubbing against her bra, the stimulation making it hard to think straight.

His presence was making it hard to think at all.

He moved slowly, molasses slow, giving her plenty of time to stop him before his lips skated over hers. She knew this was stupid, but didn’t care. Couldn’t force herself to care as his tongue slowly teased the seam of her lips.

Asking for entrance. Not demanding, just a sweet teasing.

She felt as if she was on a cliff, about to plunge over the edge and into the unknown.

Then he shifted slightly, and she felt his erection, thick and hard, pressing against her.

Blood rushing in her ears, she jerked back with nowhere to go. “No.” She snapped the word out. This was too much, too real. And if she let it go any further, he’d destroy her heart completely. Because this wouldn’t end with a kiss. He would unravel her completely and then leave her to pick up the pieces once again.

He stepped back, not pushing her, giving her the space she needed even as he shoved out a jagged sigh. He ran a hand down his face as he collapsed on the buttercream seating, his big frame taking up most of the space.

Finally able to, she drew in a full breath. Her heartbeat was still an erratic tattoo in her chest, but she could at least breathe again. And mostly think straight. “Tell me about your plan.”

He looked as if he wanted to talk about anything but that, but gave a small nod. “I’ll have someone I know contact the bank manager about getting into the safe-deposit box for a ‘fee.’ It’s a risk, but one I think we should take before attempting to plan a robbery. Paying off an inside man is so much easier. And…I’ll combine it with blackmail.”

Her eyes widened. “That sounds really…risky.”

“Maybe, but this manager will be easy to bribe—and blackmail.”

“How do you know?”

“I looked into him. He’s got debts he thinks he’s keeping well-hidden, and his girlfriend has a baby on the way. His wife does not know about that. He’ll give us what we want.”

She blinked, surprised by his thoroughness. “I’m impressed,” she finally murmured. “So what will I do?”

“You’ll be the lookout. You’ll wait in the parking lot while I meet with him inside, and if for some reason Cashe shows up, you’ll let me know.”

“That sounds like you’re giving me some bullshit job.” She crossed her arms over her chest, not liking being left out.

“Not bullshit. I’ll need a partner for this. Someone to have my back.”

She eyed him, unable to read his expression. The man was like a rock sometimes. “I can do that,” she finally murmured, though she still wasn’t sure he was being straight with her.

He nodded, paused, then said, “So what happens if you don’t find what he stole? How far are you willing to take this whole thing?”

She bit her bottom lip. “I’m not going to get killed over this if that’s what you’re asking. I hate that he stole my family heirloom. But my mom, my yiayia—neither would want me to go to jail or worse over an object. If this doesn’t work out…” Lana hated to say it, hated to quit, but… “I’m going to put everything to rest. Move on.” Maybe she should do that right now, but she couldn’t resist looking into one more place. She wouldn’t hit his warehouse, however. It was too risky and he had that place locked down tight. No, she couldn’t attempt to break in, especially since Teague was helping her. That was a good way to get them both killed.

There was a possibility he could get hurt and she wouldn’t risk that. So far their risks had been minimal, but the stakes would raise even higher if she kept poking the bear. No matter what, she wasn’t putting him in danger. “So…just the bank. Then I’m out.”

Surprise flickered across his face, then his impossible-to-read mask fell right back in place. “What are your plans after that?”

She blinked. “Plans?”

“Are you staying in Miami?”

“Yes.” She didn’t even have to think about it. “I’ve got friends here, people I care about. What about you? How are you even helping me right now? What are your plans after…all this?”

“I’m on leave from work.”

She wanted to ask specific questions about his work, but knew better. He’d already refused to answer outright. “And your plans?”

He lifted a shoulder in response.

Aaaannnd her temper spiked. Once again he was keeping her out of his life, giving her absolutely no reassurance. But she didn’t want to get into anything so she simply nodded. “Fine. I’m going to crash for a few hours.” It was Sunday night anyway; even if he heard back from whoever about the bank manager, they couldn’t get into the place until tomorrow morning. But it would take time to set up the meeting with the bank guy and…she didn’t want to think anymore. She needed sleep. She’d dig into Cashe’s laptop tomorrow in the hopes she’d find something she could use. Though at this point, it was hard not to feel defeated. Sure, she’d taken from Cashe, but what he’d taken from her meant more.

Teague’s jaw tightened and he looked as if he wanted to say more, but when he didn’t, she headed down into the bedroom. The long, rectangular side windows let in some of the outside lights from the marina so she didn’t bother tugging the curtains closed. She liked a little ambient light. Made it easier to adjust if she woke up suddenly.

She shut the door behind her soundly, then changed into sleep clothes and did exactly as she’d said she was going to—crashed.

But as she closed her eyes, all she could see was Teague. Shirtless, naked, on top of her, inside her, going down on her. Gah. She needed to get away from him. It was the only way she’d get her sanity back.

After this bank thing, she was done. She was walking away from him on her terms.
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Hours later, Lana stared at the ceiling, silently cursing everything. The rocking boat, the storm outside that had woken her not too long ago—and the fact that she found herself wondering what Teague was doing out in the main cabin. There was a huge seating area in the space next to the kitchen that turned into a bed. He was likely sleeping.

Just like she should be.

Instead, she was wondering about Teague. Wondering, fantasizing, same thing.

The boat rolled slightly as thunder rumbled ominously overhead. Yeah, she wasn’t going back to sleep anytime soon. Between the weather and her wayward thoughts, it wasn’t happening.

Annoyed, she got out of bed, brushed her teeth, and stripped off the sweater she’d thrown on earlier. It was chilly in the boat but she was going to grab some water—aka sneak a peek at Teague—in her skimpy PJs.

Because… Oh, she knew exactly what she was doing.

The door opened soundlessly and she moved up the few steps into the kitchen area. Most of the lights were off, but he’d kept a couple of the curtains half lifted, letting in natural light. The cabin beyond was too dark though.

Damn it.

She could see his shadow stretched out on the couch, but couldn’t see anything else. Feeling stupid, she grabbed a bottle of water from the fridge and started to pull the laptop out of the cabinet—might as well do something useful since she couldn’t sleep. But his rumbly voice from the darkness stopped her.

“Everything okay?” A light clicked on suddenly, a small lamp illuminating Teague laid out on the couch like a god. A thick blanket pooled around his waist and of course he had no shirt on.

“Yeah,” she rasped out, then cleared her throat, cursing her unsteady voice. “Just grabbing some water.”

He shoved the blanket off and stood, stretching—and showing off his abs and biceps. She winced slightly at the sight of the paintball bruises—and the faint new scars nicking his chest. Ones that hadn’t been there six months ago. “Thunder woke me,” he said around a yawn. His hair was cut short, but there was a little length on the top and it was mussed, making him look adorable.

“Same.” She stood there in her little camisole set, feeling vulnerable even though she’d walked out dressed this way intentionally.

But Teague had a way of making her feel off-kilter, unbalanced in a way no one else ever had. Because he saw her, right through to her core.

And when his gaze swept over her, his eyes flaring with hunger, she set her water bottle on the nearest flat surface and closed the distance between them, her footsteps silent in the cabin.

Lightning flashed, illuminating the windows, followed by a crack of thunder.

She kept all her focus on Teague as she came to stand in front of him. She was already regretting this, but couldn’t stop herself. Didn’t want to.

“We both can’t sleep and I need to burn off energy.” Okay…that did not come out as smooth as she’d been hoping. She bit back a wince, however, because she’d started this. She couldn’t stop now, not as heat surged through her, as she stared into his blue eyes. She wouldn’t stop. Not until she got him out of her system. And there was only one way to do that.

Lust flared in his gaze as he looked down at her. “What are you saying?” he murmured.

“You know exactly what I’m saying.”

“I want to hear the words.” A demanding growl.

Her bravado fled and she took a step back. A tiny one, but he caught the motion. And apparently changed his mind about hearing her ask for what she wanted.

He moved quickly, grabbing her hand and tugging her to him. Everything happened so fast as he pulled her flush against his hard body that by the time she’d processed that his lips were on hers, he had her flat on her back in the bedroom.

She hadn’t even felt him carry her, hadn’t felt the movements. The only thing she’d been aware of was his lips on hers.

Teague, demanding, taking, devouring.

Claiming.

His body was huge, pinning her to the bed as she spread her legs, wrapped them around his waist.

God, she loved the way he felt against her, had missed him more than she could put into words. Missed him with a fervor that scared her. Terrified, even.

Because he had power over her.

And that was scary, she realized, even as she skated her fingers down the taut muscles of his back, lower, lower, under his boxer briefs until she dug them into his ass.

His muscles flexed under her touch as he ground himself against her, his thick erection sliding over her clit. It didn’t matter that she had on panties and skimpy shorts, her clit pulsed with need as he pressed into her.

He growled against her mouth even as his big palms grasped her hips, started sliding her shorts down her legs.

This was moving so fast, but she didn’t care. She needed him inside her, wanted to feel him stretching her, wanted to take all the pleasure he could give. At least in this one moment when she’d lost her senses.

Because after all this he’d go back to whatever shadowy job he had and she’d go on with her life. Until then… “This is a one-time thing,” she managed to rasp out as he pushed up on the bed, tugging her shorts down her legs. “Just tonight.”

“We’re doing this more than once,” he murmured as he reached for her panties next.

Her nipples tightened against the silky top, the friction and the heat in his blue eyes sending a ribbon of pleasure spiraling through her. “I mean—”

“I know what you mean.” He cut her off as he grasped onto her ankles, yanked her to him—and buried his face between her legs.

She yelped at the sudden contact, the feel of his tongue sliding over her clit with no warning. Her body reacted, rolling her hips against his face as pleasure punched through her. Belatedly she realized he hadn’t really responded to what she’d said about this being one time, but it was hard to care at the moment.

Reaching up, he placed a big hand on her abdomen, keeping her pinned down so that it was difficult to move her hips as he teased her.

It just heightened her pleasure as he continued flicking his tongue over her clit, through her slick lips, and back up again. Her inner walls clenched, needing to be filled, needing him. Only him.

A tremble racked her as he pressed her thighs open wider with his other hand, all while increasing the pressure with his tongue. She couldn’t stop the way her hips attempted to meet his face, and when he let go of his grip on her stomach she thought he was done.

But he teased her slick folds with his finger before sliding one, then another inside her. She tightened around him, savoring the intrusion, already so close to the edge.

Because he’d pushed her to it with his expert touch. That one night they’d shared together had been incredible, as if they’d been made for each other.

She refused to get caught up in those thoughts again, forcing herself to focus on the here and now, on enjoying herself. And she wanted him to come too, wanted him to thrust inside her until he came, lost himself completely inside her. She wanted him to find pure pleasure tonight as well.

He’d lost control with her before and she wanted that again, even if it was temporary. And it was, she reminded herself. But she could make him as crazy as he made her.

“Come for me,” he demanded against her clit as he slid his fingers inside her, curled them back just so.

And she did. Her climax punched through her as if his softly spoken words had released something inside her.

He growled against her, the reverberations sending even more pleasure through her as thunder cracked outside.

The boat rolled with the waves as her orgasm continued, as she rode her own wave of pleasure. Arching her back, she gave in to the moment, into everything he was giving her.

Collapsing against the sheet, she started to sit up, to take some control. She intended to ride him, but he moved too fast, grabbed her top and tugged it off.

The cool air rushed over her, at odds with the heat in his eyes. The way he stared down at her, as if she was something precious, stole her breath. Stupid tears threatened, but she ruthlessly shoved them back. Tonight was about pleasure, nothing more. Just one night of fun.

Pretty little lies.

Because the faint scars on his chest, clearly made from bullets, were a reminder that he would leave eventually, that he had more secrets than she could imagine. So while this might be fun, it was more than that. It was everything. And when he left, he’d take her heart with him.

Teague watched her with the eyes of a predator, his jaw tight, the lines of his face almost savage in the flashes of light. He cupped her mound as he leaned down over her. “I’m clean,” he growled out. “Haven’t been with anyone since you. Do I need a condom?”

His words stole her breath, made her brain short-circuit. It shouldn’t matter that he hadn’t been with anyone. She shouldn’t care. They weren’t together.

But it did matter and she did care. Way, way too much.

She wasn’t good at separating emotions and physical pleasure. Definitely not with him, no matter what she tried to tell herself.

“No condom. I’m clean and on the pill,” she managed to get out. She hadn’t been with anyone else either, but she didn’t get to tell him that before he crushed his mouth to hers, claiming her in a harsh kiss.

And claiming was exactly what he was doing.

Without taking his mouth off hers, he managed to shove his boxer briefs off.

Heat surged through her, pooling between her legs as he settled between them. It didn’t matter that she’d just come, she knew she would again.

Because Teague was on top of her, naked, thrusting into her. The man she’d thought had died, a man she’d mourned, a man she… Loved. God, she loved him. Something she could never, ever tell him.

She was already risking her heart here and now. Making herself even more vulnerable to a man who lived in the shadows, had more secrets than she wanted to think about, would be pure insanity.

So she shoved out all rational thought as she clung to him, let him consume her as she consumed him.

His thrusts were wild, out of control, and when she bit him on the shoulder, she knew he was close.

He growled against her neck, his body hot, his movements jerky. “Need you to come again.” He reached between their bodies as he growled the words, started playing with her clit.

And she started coming again, the climax ripped from her as she let out a savage cry of her own. She didn’t recognize herself as she cried out his name, gave in to all her instincts as she let go of all her control.

He came then too, hard and long, his heat filling her as another flash of lightning lit up the night outside.

Breathing hard as she came down from her high, she finally floated back to herself. That had been…too much. She felt too exposed, too everything.

As if he read her mind, he cupped her cheek, his chest rising and falling as he looked down at her. “Don’t hide from me,” he whispered.

Too late. She was already closing her eyes, retreating into herself, forcing back the words of love she wanted to confess, the ones on the tip of her tongue. She had to if she wanted to escape him with her heart intact. Or at least not completely ripped to shreds.

Instead of responding, she wrapped her arms around him and brushed her lips against his. She had this one night with him—she was going to savor every second.

He deepened the kiss almost immediately, holding on to her as if he was afraid she’d leave.

Not tonight, not until the sun came up. She’d put her armor back on later, but until then she kissed him back just as hard, held on to him just as tight. He was all hers for right now.


CHAPTER FOURTEEN



“When are you coming back?” Anson’s voice was tight across the phone line.

Teague closed the sliding door of the boat behind him, stepped out into the cool, fresh air. It had stopped raining a couple hours ago and everything was still damp, but there was a chill coating everything this early, with the sun barely up. Lana was still asleep and he didn’t want to wake her. “Not sure yet.”

“I need a time frame.”

“I rarely use my time off.” Anger crept into his voice. “I’ve been gone four fucking days. Tell you what, I’ll be gone a month. Officially.”

There was a long beat of silence, but Anson’s next words surprised him. “I heard you were talking to Harley.”

Now his hackles rose as he scanned the dock and line of boats nearby. A calmness had settled on the marina after the last few hours after the storm moved inland. “You’re following me?”

“No, but I’ve got eyes on her. Someone called me, said they saw you at her place, wanted to know if you were working a job.”

Teague was silent for a long moment. “I went to see her, extended an olive branch after our last encounter.”

“Bullshit.”

“I also asked her for a favor, which has nothing to do with you.”

“Just don’t get arrested.”

Teague simply grunted. “Did Dawn find anything from the guy at the house?” That was vague enough for over the phone. “Am I still in danger?” He wasn’t going to say Sorkov’s name aloud, but maybe that was why Anson was calling at the crack of dawn, giving him shit.

“Nothing is pointing in that direction. And no, we’ve got nothing real on the would-be hitter. He’s a local who was clearly hired to kill you or your girl. Or both. We found a stack of cash at his place once we ID’d his prints. But nothing else usable. I’m sending you all the information.”

“Does he have any links to Cashe?” He’d been vague about why he was “investigating” Jeremy Cashe.

“Not that our people have found.”

“Okay.” Teague had been piecing out information to Anson and to Dawn, the analyst/tech he most often worked with, not wanting to intermingle his job and Lana any more than necessary. He wanted her clear of all of that.

But it might not be possible to keep them separated much longer. Especially when someone had tried to kill them.

“Anything else you want to tell me?” Anson asked.

“No.”

Anson shoved out a sigh. “Call me if you need me.” Then he hung up.

Teague looked down at his cell, debating if he should call Anson back. But no, he and Lana could handle this. He’d handled more on his own with no backup.

He pulled out one of his burners, sent a handful of texts to the manager of Cashe’s bank. He included pictures of the manager and his mistress.

Very compromising pictures.

He followed up with the request to meet up in a few hours. Even if it was Monday, the guy could take off work to come meet him—he certainly took enough of his lunch breaks to spend time with his mistress on the regular. As soon as they did that, Lana could walk away from all of this. She either got the necklace or she didn’t. He just wanted her safe. And if she kept pushing at Cashe, she was going to get herself killed.

At that thought, he sent off another handful of texts to Leon with fake updates on the case.

My boss wants to meet with you, was the response.

He snorted at his phone. Not how this works.

He doesn’t like to work with people he’s never met.

Then he can hire someone else. Teague hoped Cashe didn’t take him up on his bluff. My reputation speaks for itself. Check his condo on Collins—it was hit.

Little dots appeared, then stopped, then appeared again. You’re sure?

That’s what I’ve heard. And whoever is coming after him is hitting his warehouse next. A lie, but he wanted Cashe off-balance.

I’ll be in touch.

After that sign-off from Leon, he pocketed his burner. The bank manager hadn’t responded yet, but it was still early.

He slipped back inside, found the cabin quiet. He kept his movements muted as he made his way back to the galley, poured himself a cup of coffee. After checking on Lana—who was still gloriously naked and asleep—he fired up the stolen laptop.

While he wanted to wake her up, she needed her sleep. And he could do some digging of his own into the laptop anyway. He needed to know everything possible about Cashe.

It would keep him from obsessing about last night and how things had changed between them. Finally.
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Teague hated to wake Lana, but knocked on the open door anyway after the text he’d just received. “Hey,” he murmured.

She shot up in bed, blinking as she looked at him, the covers pooling around her waist as she looked around blearily. “What’s wrong?”

He loved seeing her like this, her hair in disarray, her full breasts on display—faint marks on her breasts from last night. “Nothing. But I got a response from the bank manager. We’re meeting in an hour and a half. Can you be ready to go in fifteen?”

She blinked again, yawned and nodded. “Make me coffee. Please,” she added as she tossed the covers off.

Teague was surprised his tongue didn’t fall out of his mouth. She was still naked, but didn’t pay him any attention as she stumbled to the small bathroom.

That was a hit to his ego when all he wanted to do was cancel their meeting and take her back to bed, bury his face between her legs until she was crying out his name, begging for more.

He heard the shower start a few moments later so he gathered everything they’d need. By the time she came out of the bedroom, she had on jeans, boots and a blue and yellow sweater. And she looked a lot more awake than before. She was also avoiding his gaze as she made a beeline for the travel mug he’d already set out and prepared for her.

Ah, so that was where things stood between them.

Disappointment slammed him right in the chest. He’d thought that after last night, things might have changed. That she might have forgiven him, that maybe…she could let him be part of her life again.

But the way she wasn’t meeting his gaze made it clear that things hadn’t changed much.

“Ah, sweet lover,” she murmured after taking her first sip of coffee.

And he found himself jealous of a mug of bean juice. Jesus. He cleared his throat. “If you’re ready, I’ll tell you what we’re doing on the way.”

Lana nodded, tucked a damp lock of hair behind her ear as she met his gaze. But just as quickly, she glanced away, wrapped both hands around her mug.

Teague inwardly sighed as he followed after her. “Last night was incredible,” he said once they were on the dock, the boat already locked up.

She glanced at him, then slid her sunglasses on. “It was. And it was one time. No more.”

He didn’t respond, but instinctively he bucked against that. There was no way it was just one time. Once she was out of danger, he would convince her to give him a chance. He’d have to open up to her, to be honest. And hope she’d accept him for who he was. If she didn’t… He couldn’t go there right now.

Once they were in his truck he started the engine, but didn’t pull out of the parking spot. Just stared out the windshield. He needed to tell her this. Needed to be the one to open up if he wanted any chance of a future with her. “My boss told you I was dead because there was someone very dangerous who wanted me dead. He almost killed me too.”

She sucked in a breath. “Who? How? I…” She trailed off as he turned to her.

“I can’t tell you who, but he is dead now. And…I was shot, multiple times, ended up in the hospital for a while.”

Her gaze fell to his covered chest, and while he saw horror there, he realized she’d already figured that out. “I saw the scars. I wanted to ask but…wasn’t sure you’d be honest.”

Well that was a punch to the gut, but she wasn’t wrong. “I didn’t want you to know what had happened. And if…the man who wanted me dead had figured out our link, my feelings for you, he’d have killed you just to make me suffer.” Sorkov would have done worse than just kill her, and that thought had ice slicking down his spine. He didn’t spell that out, however. Teague didn’t want to think it, let alone voice it.

“I see.” Her voice was quiet, her expression unreadable, as if last night hadn’t happened. “Can you tell me who you work for?”

“No. Not…now. Maybe never.” Not telling her was doing her a favor. His profession was Black Ops; his group wasn’t actually part of any three-letter agency. They worked for them occasionally but all their jobs were in the shadows. “Not because I don’t want to, and not because I don’t trust you. I literally can’t. It would put you in danger.”

“I have questions, but don’t know where to start. You obviously seem okay, but how are you dealing with being shot? Do you have any lingering effects?” Worry and concern flickered in her gaze.

He was surprised by the question, but probably shouldn’t be. Of course she cared. “I’m okay.” Or he was good enough.

She nodded slowly, opened her mouth once, then snapped it shut.

Silence filled the space and he struggled to think of what to say. Finally, he pulled out of the spot and onto the main street.

“I’m meeting up with Ben Gilbertson, the bank manager,” he said after a minute of driving. “He sent a bunch of panicked texts about the pictures I sent him and has agreed to meet up.”

“Am I going to meet him too?”

“No. I don’t want him to see you or know I’m with you. I’ve set up a meeting spot in a public place. It’s an outdoor set of shops. We’ll be meeting at a little café on the first floor. There’s a candle shop on the second floor that has a good view of the café below. Just pretend to browse and keep an eye on things. If anything goes sideways, you call this number.” He slid her another of his burner phones. “There’s only one number programmed. It’s to my boss. He’ll know what to do.”

“Your work is involved in this?”

“No.” He glanced in the rearview mirror before taking a left at the next intersection. “But I want you to have someone to contact if something happens to me.”

“I don’t like the sound of this.” She shook her head once. “Maybe we should plan something else instead. I don’t want you in danger.”

“It’s too late for that, I’ve already made contact. And nothing is going to happen. This is just one of those backup plans for an absolute worst-case scenario. Gilbertson is a scared bunny. He’s going to give us what we want. Just trust me.”

“Have you blackmailed people before?”

He paused, then nodded. “Yeah, as part of my job. I’ve definitely nudged people in the direction I needed them to go.”

Silent, she took another sip of coffee as she looked out the passenger-side window. Then she said, “I never worked like that with my mom. We broke into places, but almost never had contact with anyone. Or it was rare to. Some jobs it felt like we were the only two people on the planet. She was always careful to choose places that were empty, devoid of human security. This feels…weird, I guess.”

“It shouldn’t take long. I don’t plan on this meeting going over ten minutes, tops. When you see that I’m done talking to him, just wait another fifteen, then meet me at the truck. I want to make sure he didn’t bring anyone with him and that he doesn’t try to follow me.”

“Sounds like a plan. After this…” She cleared her throat.

“What?”

“Nothing. Just thinking out loud,” she said, her voice strained.

Frowning, he pulled into the parking lot across the street from the outdoor set of shops. It was basically an outdoor mall, with a bunch of shops and restaurants in a two-story building setup. It was close to a marina and seafood restaurants and was very popular.

“It’s busy,” she murmured, setting her coffee in the holder as she looked out at the parking lot.

He nodded as a steady stream of people moved past them on the sidewalk along the parking lot. “You get out first, head to the candle place. Take both your phones. If you need me, I’ve got my phone on me at all times.”

She nodded, her dark eyes assessing him for a long moment before she slid her sunglasses on and got out of the truck. There was a hell of a lot he wanted to say to her, but not yet. Not while this was looming over them.

He watched as she hurried to the sidewalk, falling into the stream of people out strolling this morning. After she crossed the street, he slid out of the truck, scanned the parking lot and nearby people before following in the same direction.

By the time he made it to the little café, Gilbertson was already there.

Teague was surprised, but ignored the man. He was sitting at one of the outdoor tables, a to-go cup in front of him as he glanced around nervously. Teague kept his sunglasses on as he passed the table, not paying attention as he strode inside to make his order. As he waited in the short line, he eyed Gilbertson to see if he made contact with anyone. While he doubted the man had brought anyone else into this, he wanted to be sure it was just the two of them.

His phone buzzed and he saw a text from Lana. I see you. See him too, I think. Nervous guy?

He snorted at her description. That’s him. Anything look off?

No. I think he’s alone.

Good. He tucked his phone away, even as he made a mental note to grab earpieces for later. If they were going to hit the bank, even with the help of the manager, he wanted to be able to communicate with Lana freely.

After ordering his drink, he stepped back outside and casually sat down across from Gilbertson.

The other man jumped slightly and straightened.

“Calm down,” Teague said quietly. “I’m just here to talk.”

“What do you want from me? Where did you get those pictures? Who—”

“Be. Quiet.” Teague slid his sunglasses on his head, gave the man a sharp look.

Gilbertson was a good-enough-looking guy with a thick head of dark hair and it was clear he went to the gym. Both his mistress and wife were beautiful women—basically carbon copies of each other. Tall, leggy blondes, with his mistress about a decade younger. This guy was a walking cliché.

Gilbertson nodded, even as his foot tapped nervously against the concrete.

“It doesn’t matter who I am or where I got the pictures. And those aren’t even the good ones.” He shook his head slightly, made a tsking sound. “I’ve got much better ones of you and your mistress in Antigua. When you were supposedly on a business trip.”

Gilbertson’s tan face paled. “What do you want?”

“Access to a safety-deposit box tomorrow morning right after the bank opens. And you’re going to make sure the security cameras are going through a reset from nine until nine fifteen.”

The man stared at him, his dark eyes wide. He stared so long, unblinking, like an owl. Finally he shoved out a breath. “You just want me to open a safety-deposit box?”

“That’s it. And we will compensate you for your time.” He didn’t want to just blackmail Gilbertson, but to also give him cash to soften the blow.

He was quiet for another moment while around them life continued. Laughter and voices filtered in and out as people walked past the café. “I could lose my job if I’m caught.”

“You could.” Teague nodded, took a sip of his latte.

“What happens if I say no? You’ll kill me?”

Teague snorted. “Nope. You and I are just having a civilized conversation. You give me what I want, I give you what you want. You can pay off your debts with the cash you’ll receive and your wife will never know about your indiscretions. Simple.”

“Nothing about this is simple.”

“You’ve been with the bank for a decade. You run the place essentially. You can do this.”

“How do I know you won’t come back again? Ask for more?”

Teague gave him a dry look. “I don’t need money, obviously. Just access to something. This is a very simple transaction. And you can’t know that I won’t come back again.” He stood, wanting to keep this as short as possible. He’d laid out the terms. “You give me what I need in the morning and you’ll never hear from me again. If you don’t, you’ll be dealing with a very expensive divorce and public humiliation. Because the pictures I have will most definitely find their way onto the internet.” He shrugged, gave the man a dark look before he turned and left.

That should do it. And if not, then he and Lana could break into the place after hours. But this was his preferred method. As he strode away, he glanced up, saw Lana in the window of the candle place holding up a candle.

He texted her as he walked. Everything good?

Yeah, he’s just sort of staring into space, looking stressed. I don’t think anyone is with him. He’s not looking around or anything.

I think he’ll do it, he texted back right before he got a message from Gilbertson.

Be there tomorrow at 8:55. I’ll make sure the cameras are in maintenance mode.

Teague smiled as he sent back a thumbs-up emoji. Game on.


CHAPTER FIFTEEN



Lana tried not to stress as she waited outside the Cuban restaurant for Teague to pick her up. They’d decided to split up completely instead of her meeting him back at the truck. Now he was going to pick her up a few blocks over. But she’d expected him twenty minutes ago. Now her mind was going crazy wondering if something bad had happened.

“Lana?”

She turned at the sound of a very familiar voice, surprised to see Belle and Grant Caldwell stepping out of the restaurant. She smiled as they approached. “Hey!”

“Are you waiting for someone?” Belle pulled her into a big hug. “We just had brunch, but we can head back in there if you want company.”

“And by brunch, she means we had mimosas,” Grant said on a laugh, pulling her into a hug as well. “I decided to play hooky from work and spend the day with my wife.”

“I like the sound of that,” Lana said around the band of tension in her chest. “And I’m just waiting on someone, but we’re not eating here.” As she said it out loud, she realized it sounded a little weird to be hanging outside a restaurant. “So where are the girls?” she rushed on, wanting to change the subject.

“With my mom—oh, I forgot her flan.” Belle leaned up, kissed Grant on the cheek. “I’ll be right back. You stay, keep Lana company.”

“So what else are you guys doing today since you’re skipping work?” Lana stuck her hands in her pockets, feeling a little awkward. She adored Grant but couldn’t stop the worry for Teague, wondering where he was.

“We’re headed to a movie after we drop off the flan. Then maybe we’ll go to one of the art walks.” He shrugged a big shoulder, giving an easy smile. “Her mom offered to take them the whole day so I’m taking advantage.”

Lana absolutely loved the way Grant’s expression shifted when he talked about Belle or his girls, but definitely Belle. And he was mush where his girls were concerned. He was pretty intimidating but she’d seen him wearing a princess tiara more than once. “Good for you guys.”

“So, are you meeting a date?” He lifted an eyebrow, not bothering to hide his curiosity.

She blinked in surprise. “I didn’t realize you were so nosy,” she said on a burst of laughter.

He grinned, completely unashamed. “Belle will be annoyed if I don’t ask. So?”

She couldn’t tell him the truth. “Ah…” Teague’s truck pulled up to the curb and her heart rate evened out. He was okay, everything was okay. At least that was what she was telling herself.

As she prepared to give Grant a quick goodbye, Teague got out of his truck and rounded the vehicle. Ooooh. What the heck was he doing? This was too weird, the different parts of her life colliding.

He gave Grant a once-over as he approached, his expression kind of…dark. And he slid an arm around her shoulders, tugging her to him in what she could only describe as a very possessive gesture. She cleared her throat. “Ah, Grant, this is Teague, my—”

“Boyfriend.”

She resisted the urge to wince. She’d been about to say friend, but he’d taken the decision out of her hands. And she couldn’t correct him without it being weird. What the hell was wrong with him? They could have made a quick escape if he hadn’t gotten out of the truck and acted like a giant weirdo.

Grant eyed him, held out his hand to shake Teague’s as they both stared at each other in a sort of tense standoff.

“Whew, glad I remembered,” Belle said as she strode out to join them. “Hi,” she said, a big smile in place as she eyed Teague. Her dark hair was down today, the big curls framing her face. She was so stunning it was a little intimidating, and today she was dressed up in a body-hugging sweater dress with knee-high boots.

“This is Lana’s boyfriend, Teague,” Grant said before Lana found her voice.

“Oooh.” Belle looked between the two of them, her grin growing wider. “I’m Belle. It’s so nice to meet you.”

“It’s nice to meet you too. I’ve heard a lot about you guys.” Teague’s tone was pleasant, his expression a lot softer now that he wasn’t eyeing Grant with that weird intensity. As if he was going to challenge him to a duel or something.

He was telling the truth too; she’d told him about Belle, Grant and the girls, and a few other friends she’d made in Miami.

“You too. We’ll have to have you over for dinner sometime.”

Grant wrapped his arm around Belle’s shoulders, clearly now amused. “We’ve got to run, but we’d love to have you over soon.”

“Of course.” Lana nodded, hugging Belle again before they both headed down the sidewalk, an adorable couple. “What was that?” she whispered even though they were out of earshot as she turned to Teague. “Boyfriend? Why’d you even get out of the car?”

He lifted an eyebrow, before he moved to open the passenger door for her—without answering.

Once he was inside and they were heading down the street, he said, “I didn’t know the Belle you were friends with was married to a Caldwell.”

“Ah, yeah. Wait, do you know him?”

“Of him. His whole family.”

“Oh.” She wasn’t sure how to respond to that. “Why’d you act so weird back there?”

He lifted a big shoulder as he glanced in the rearview mirror, pulled up to a stoplight. “Didn’t know who he was at first. Saw some guy talking to you and didn’t like it.”

Lana wanted to ask why, but also didn’t want to open up that can of worms. She cleared her throat instead. “So I take it you’re not worried about being followed or anything.”

“Nope. I grabbed a few things. It’s why I was late picking you up. I’m sorry.” He motioned to the plastic bag in the footwell.

She plucked it up, looked inside. “Bluetooths?” There were a few other electronics she didn’t recognize.

“I don’t have my normal stash and I don’t want to use company stuff for tomorrow. This way we’ll be able to covertly stay in touch with each other when I’m in the bank.”

“My mom and I used to use stuff like this.” At the thought, a pang and a mix of different emotions swelled up inside her. When she thought of her mom, her loss, a tidal wave threatened to pull her under.

Teague reached out, took her hand in his and gently squeezed.

The action surprised her even as it comforted her. She laced her fingers in his, all while she told herself she was playing a very dangerous game. One she wasn’t sure she was equipped to play, let alone win. Because there would be no winner, just heartbreak.

Sighing, she started to let go, then he blurted, “I was jealous, seeing him talk to you. I could tell from your body language that you knew him—or at least that you weren’t uncomfortable.”

Ooooh. “I…didn’t know you got jealous.” And why did she actually like it? Ugh. She’d always thought he was above stuff like that, and the fact that he wasn’t should not be so hot.

He snorted at that as he pulled up to a stop sign. They were close to the marina now. “I’m not a robot, and you’re…” He cleared his throat. “Of course I’m fucking jealous,” he finally murmured.

At a loss for words, she looked out the passenger window, tried not to care when he finally took his hand back as traffic picked up.

They had a plan for tomorrow. That was what mattered. Then… No matter which way the dice fell, she had to walk away from everything.

Including Teague.

She couldn’t stay on this merry-go-round and get her heart crushed again. That way lay insanity.


CHAPTER SIXTEEN



Jeremy stared at the empty safe in his closet, his blood hitting a boiling point. “This is unacceptable.”

“I’ve already spoken to the security here.” Leon’s voice was clipped, and when Jeremy turned to him, his expression was as dark as Jeremy’s.

“The PI said this place was hit. Did he indicate when?”

“No, but it had to have happened in the last few days.”

Yes, Jeremy knew that. He’d been here on Tuesday and it was now Monday. He occasionally brought women back here—no way was he bringing them to his house. This was his fuck pad, nothing more. But it should have been secure. The entire reason he’d chosen this building was because of the low-key location. It wasn’t quite downtown, but on the outskirts. Away from the tourist scene as well as the celebrity one. It was lush without being obnoxious and there were only a handful of owners, with only two condos per floor of the six-story building. The place wasn’t even in his name.

“I’ve already asked for security feeds for the last three weeks. I’ll be able to look for anyone who doesn’t live here, any repeat visitors, anything out of the ordinary. We’ll find who did this.”

“Apparently I’ve made an enemy,” he murmured, more to himself than Leon. “And I want to talk to the PI. In person.”

Leon cleared his throat. “I’ve never met him in person. He’s made it clear that—”

“Yes, yes, that’s not how he works.” He gritted his teeth.

“He comes highly recommended.”

Yes, Jeremy knew that as well. This “Michael Smith” had a solid reputation for getting the job done. Jeremy had called a few references who had all guaranteed the man was discreet, if expensive. In fact, he’d just helped ruin an up-and-coming state treasurer with bigger plans. The guy would never be able to run for office again and his wealthy wife was divorcing him. “Then I will at least speak to him on the phone. And that is not up for discussion. I want to know exactly what he’s doing.” He’d seen the reports the man had sent him, and while they had a decent amount of intel, they didn’t tell him much other than someone was stealing from him. Which he already knew.

“Of course. I’ll let him know. Based on what’s happened here, I’ve already sent another team to the warehouse. No one is getting inside.”

He nodded, his mind working overtime. He was handling multiple deals, most of them real estate. But he had a few other deals in the works, those a bit trickier. And far more delicate in nature than real estate. Very illegal and would land him in jail forever. Or he’d end up dead. With his laptop stolen, he had to be very careful about two of his upcoming deliveries. Everything was in code, but…if someone figured it out, cracked the encryption on his laptop…

A chill trickled down his spine. “Wait downstairs,” he ordered Leon as he sat on the edge of the bed. He wanted to be alone for a few moments.

When he heard the front door of the condo shut, he pulled out his cell phone, called a familiar number.

“Hey, Dad. What are you doing calling on a Monday?” His daughter Rose’s voice was bright, full of joy. As always.

He smiled at the sound of her voice. She was a positive spot in his life, the one thing he’d done right. And he was glad she was thousands of miles away, even if he was afraid for her more often than he wanted to think about. She spent most of her time helping to rebuild homes in areas devastated by natural disasters. He’d paid for her college, had offered to find her a job here in Miami, but she’d turned him down. Said she wanted to do this while she was still young, before she settled down and started a family. That was five years ago and she was still flitting about. “I missed you, wanted to hear your voice.”

“It’s so nice to hear from you. I heard from my boss that you gave another donation. Thank you, we really appreciate it. I’ll send you pictures later of all the work we’re doing here. You’ll see it’s very well spent.”

She might not take his money directly, but it soothed his conscience to be able to help her indirectly. And of course he’d set up a trust for her should anything happen to him. Her mother had been a selfish, psychotic woman who’d overdosed on drugs when Rose had been young. It was amazing Rose was the way she was. He thought her work was a waste of time and he hated that she spent it in foreign countries on people who didn’t deserve her kindness, but he’d learned long ago that he couldn’t argue with her. She’d just push against him harder.

“I believe you. And I’m so proud of you.” That part was at least true. He was proud of her, even if he didn’t understand her, couldn’t wrap his mind around the fact that she lived in tents or other makeshift dwellings and loved her job.

“How are you?” she asked. “What’s new? Are you finally dating someone?” There were voices in the background, the sound of construction, then laughter.

“I’m well. Busy, you know. And no one special,” he said on a laugh. He’d never brought any women home, had never introduced Rose to anyone. Because none of those women mattered.

“Are you sure you’re okay? You sound a little off today.” Concern laced her voice.

“Yeah, yeah. I’m good. Just didn’t sleep well, that’s all. Now tell me about this latest project. I want to hear all the details.”

When they disconnected ten minutes later, he rolled his shoulders, stood. He’d simply needed to hear Rose’s voice, to ensure that she was truly safe. Not that he actually thought anyone would find her in…Trinidad? He couldn’t remember where she was this time, needed to check the file he kept on her.

As he stepped into the condo kitchen, his gaze strayed to the bagged carabiners on the granite countertop. They’d been left on the railing outside, the only proof of how someone had gotten into his place.

Into his safe.

Someone was targeting him yet they hadn’t made any demands. They were simply stealing from him, pissing him off. Trying to make him feel weak, he had no doubt. Out of control, something he despised.

And when he found out who it was, they were going to pay with their life.


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN



“Ididn’t know you wore glasses,” Teague murmured as he slid into the curved booth next to Lana.

She’d set up there, combing over Cashe’s laptop with Teague. They’d been back at the boat for a couple hours and her eyes were feeling the strain, but she swore they were onto something.

Could feel it in her bones.

“I never wore them around you before,” she murmured, pulling up a spreadsheet that was clearly recording sales. But she couldn’t figure out what type of sales. “Look at this. L and H in ATL. Maybe ATL means…Atlanta? Are L and H initials or something else…” She frowned at the screen, frustrated and anxious. “Some of the other letters might be short for cities as well.”

“Why not?” He slid an arm behind the booth, stretching.

Not exactly touching her, but close enough. Her skin prickled with him so close, not following his line of questioning. “Why not what?”

“Why didn’t you wear your glasses before?” His voice was all deep, dark and…sexy as he asked.

Ooohhh. “Um…because they look geeky and I didn’t want you to see me in them.” She winced at her admission.

His blue eyes heated up. “Well geeky is hot as fuck, then.” His voice was a low growl, all rumbly and delicious. “I’d love to have you wearing them and heels and nothing else.”

She sucked in a breath, heat spiraling through her. She couldn’t do this. Last night—and again at like two in the morning—had been incredible. But it had been a one-time thing.

One time, one time, one tiiiiime! Her inner voice was loud and obnoxious, reminding her not to think with her lady parts. Which was hard when he was inches from her, smelling amazing and looking… She nearly sighed. His biceps strained at his T-shirt sleeves and he had a bit of scruff that took him from hot to mouthwateringly, panty-melting gorgeous.

And she hated that she noticed—and that he was all up in her space, making her crazy.

Ignoring his words, she slid the laptop to him and closed her eyes to rest them. And avoid looking at him. If she couldn’t see him, she couldn’t lust after him. At least that was her working theory. The sight of him, in all stages of dress and undress, was imprinted on her mind. “Will you look at this? What do you think it is?”

He was silent for a long moment but she heard him finally shift the laptop, presumably to look at the screen. “Sales records.”

She massaged her temple in small circles. “It looks weird though, right? One sale for such a large payment… It couldn’t be drugs, could it?” Lana didn’t know enough about that.

“No…” He was focused on the screen, then started typing.

She opened her eyes. A black box popped up, then a whole lot of other random information that hadn’t been there before. “What’s that?”

“Hold on…” He sat back, looking satisfied. “Found some information that was deleted, but not wiped.”

She looked at a couple addresses that popped up on the screen. “Do you know where that is?”

“No, but this was originally in this file with the sales records as metadata. Added then deleted almost immediately.”

She had her phone out and was looking up the addresses as he continued to work. “Looks like these are…healthcare centers. They’re in lower income areas—I recognize this street location… What could these places have to do with large sales?”

“Maybe medical fraud or organ harvesting or they’re just covers for other business. Could be any number of things.”

Lana raised her eyebrows. “You came up with those options really fast.”

“I’ve seen some bad shit.” He pushed the laptop back a couple inches, turned it toward her. “I say we drive by these addresses, check them out, see if they’re real. If they’re not, this could definitely be about fraud.”

She looked at the information on her phone. “They’re closing soon. Let’s go.”

Nodding, he scooped up the laptop and slid it into a case. She pocketed her phone and wallet and they headed out.

That tingling sensation along her spine was back, an energy in the air telling her they might be onto something.
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“You’re not going in there alone.” Teague eyed the clinic on the corner of the intersection. They’d parked across the street in a pay-by-the-hour parking lot with multiple potholes and no security.

“Only women have been going in there, no men.” Lana was looking out the windshield, her glasses still on.

Looking adorable and sexy—and fuck, he had to keep his head on straight. He was way too distracted with her so close. Her sweet tropical scent trailed over him, consumed him.

“I don’t care.” He glanced around the street, didn’t see many people except a handful of young men loitering outside a pawn shop. But that was a few places down and the men didn’t seem to be paying any attention to anything but themselves.

“They close in ten minutes.” She tightened her jaw and he recognized that defiant set. She did not like being told what to do.

“Lana…” As his cell phone rang, he tensed when he saw Leon’s name. “I’ve got to answer this. It’s Cashe’s security guy.”

Her eyes widened slightly, but she nodded. “Answer, it could be important.”

As soon as he answered, she slid out of the passenger seat and raced across the street.

Son of a… He bit back a curse as he said, “What?” to Leon harsher than necessary.

“You were right about the condo.”

Of course he was. Teague nearly snorted, even as he watched Lana duck into the clinic. Another woman walked out, an older woman with her. Likely mother and daughter, given their similar builds and blonde hair.

“My boss—”

There was a slight rustling sound, then Jeremy Cashe must have grabbed the phone. “Mr. Smith?” There was a hint of derision in his tone.

Maybe because Teague’s name was obviously made-up. “Yes?”

“This is the man paying you.”

Yeah, he got that. “How may I help you?” he asked, all polite as he watched the front door of the clinic. Only a couple minutes had passed but he didn’t like that Lana had just run off on her own. They didn’t know anything about this place and he didn’t have a visual of the back. That…bothered him.

“I want everything you’ve found so far,” he snapped. “Leon told me you had intel that one of my warehouses was going to be hit. I want to know who and when.”

“I’ll send you an encrypted file with everything I’ve found. To run down everything, however, I’ve been digging into the list of people you provided. Three I’ve been able to remove as viable suspects and I’m currently looking into a lead.” One of the men from the group outside the pawn shop broke off from the others, headed down the sidewalk in the direction of the clinic. Teague tensed, ready to end this call and race over there.

“Who have you removed?”

Teague gave him three names, including Lana’s. She’d been on Cashe’s list and he wanted her officially off Cashe’s radar now and forever.

There was a long pause. “You’re wrong about Lana Florakis, so right about now I wonder why the hell I’m paying you.”

Fuck. “What are you talking about?”

“One of the security people who works the building of my condo says there was a woman who stopped by with a sob story, wanted access to my place. Obviously the man didn’t give it to her, but his description fits her body type. Not to mention there was climbing gear left behind.”

“What kind of video evidence did the security team provide? I hacked their system and wasn’t able to find anything.” A lie, but according to Lana she’d convinced the security guy to erase her time there so Teague was hedging his bets now. The security guy had already lied about not letting her in, so there was that. Maybe his conscience had been bothering him so he’d come semi-clean with Cashe.

Another pause. “None. There was a glitch in their system.”

The tension in Teague’s muscles eased as the man across the road kept walking by the clinic, not even pausing. “So you have no video or picture evidence it was the Florakis woman?” He allowed disbelief to creep into his tone.

Lana stepped outside, looked both ways before she hurried across the street toward him.

Now Teague could breathe properly again.

He held up a finger to his mouth as she opened the door and slid into the passenger seat.

She nodded as Cashe spoke, his voice clear over the truck’s Bluetooth system. “No, but it sounds like it was her, and my instinct is telling me it was her.”

Teague allowed an audible sigh to escape, wanting Cashe to hear his frustration, his doubts. He did not need Cashe looking harder at Lana. “All the evidence I’ve compiled says she was and is currently out of the state. Her credit card activity and travel activity all back this up. The lead I’ve been following has taken me to Orlando. And it’s solid. I was right about the condo, and you’re paying me to do my job. A job I’ve done for over two decades. Let me do it.”

“It’s her,” Cashe insisted. “I feel it in my gut.”

Damn it. “Then what aren’t you telling me? Because she’s ranked dead last on my suspect list. Is there anything you’re leaving out?”

Silence.

Teague waited a beat. “I can’t do my job if you’re not honest with me. So what are you holding back?” When he still didn’t answer, Teague continued. “Maybe we’re not a right fit. Perhaps you should find another investigator.”

Cashe sighed. “I used to work with her mother. Until she came to an unfortunate end. She may think I had something to do with it.”

Ice slid down his spine at the implication, at the way he said it. When he looked at Lana, she’d paled.

That had not been what he’d been expecting to hear. At all. “Did you?” he kept his tone neutral even as he wanted to reach for Lana. But he needed answers first, needed to keep Cashe’s attention off her.

Cashe simply cleared his throat, then said, “Move her up on your list. I’ve already sent one of my men to her place. She’s not there. According to her neighbors she’s been gone for weeks.”

That icy sensation spread, dug into his veins now. “Because she’s on vacation.”

“Or she wants everyone to think she is.”

“Delmar is a more likely suspect.” Teague wanted to completely shift the conversation off Lana. “He’s got the motivation as well. And from what I hear he’s been talking about taking over some of your real estate.” That was actually true, something Cashe would have likely learned on his own.

“Possibly. I’ve got someone on the inside who says he didn’t target me. He’s dealing with a power shift right now. He’s got his own problems.”

Damn it. He had to play this right then, couldn’t push back too hard. “I’ll look deeper into Lana Florakis. According to her credit cards, she’s currently in California. I’ve got a contact out there who can confirm one way or the other, get eyes on her.”

“Good.” He bit out the word. “For what I’m paying you, I expect results.”

“I warned you about the condo. Hopefully you’ll listen about your warehouse. I’ll be in touch.” He ended the call before Cashe could respond.

“He killed my mother,” Lana breathed out, as if she’d been holding it in, her voice full of horror.

“We don’t know that.” But…it made sense now that Teague knew what he did about Cashe. The man hadn’t admitted it, and he wouldn’t, not over the phone. But he’d heavily hinted.

“He did it. Not personally, but he could have hired Barnes.”

Unfortunately, she was right. “I’ve got a way of checking—”

Ignoring him, she whipped her cell phone out, and before he could ask who she was calling she said, “Harley, I need your help.”

Sighing, he pulled out of the parking lot and headed back to the marina. Things had just got a whole lot more complicated.

If Cashe had ordered the death of Lana’s mother, she’d want revenge. Or he would, if he was in her shoes. And Cashe already suspected her of being involved in the thefts, had gone far enough to send someone to her house.

She hadn’t been there in weeks, that much was true, thankfully.

But she should be low on his list of suspects, and from the sound of it she was way too high. He could just kill Cashe, be done with it. Eliminate the threat to Lana for good.

As Lana continued talking to Harley, her voice cracking slightly, it took everything in him not to pull over and tug her into his arms.

He needed to get her back to the marina, safe, where they could talk. Because from the sound of it, she wanted to go after Cashe now, hard.

She wanted to run right into danger when she was angry, hurt, still grieving. That was a combination for disaster.

Not on his watch.


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN



Lana paced the interior of the cabin, ready to crawl out of her skin as she waited for Harley to call her back.

Teague had been quiet as she’d called Harley, and had made a call of his own after they’d gotten back to the boat—asking someone to look into seeing if her mother’s killer had received any visitors in prison. It wasn’t quite dark yet, but it was creeping in and matched her mood, pressing in on her.

After everything she’d learned about Cashe, she wouldn’t be surprised if he’d had her mom killed. He’d all but admitted it in his tone, if not his actual words. She’d never…thought he was behind it.

Yes, he was a thief, but she couldn’t exactly throw stones. Though he was far worse, preying on the weaker. “The clinic was legit,” she blurted as Teague stepped back into the cabin, shutting the sliding door behind him. She hadn’t told him what she’d found—she’d been too upset and preoccupied by the bombshell that Cashe might have murdered her mother. “Mainly pregnant women. You’re right, it could be a fraud thing.” She wanted to care about it, and she did. But all she could focus on was the thought that Cashe had ordered her mom killed, that it hadn’t been a mugging gone wrong. Instead it had been cold-blooded murder, set up to look like a mugging.

Teague watched her carefully, his expression concerned.

She turned away from him, not wanting concern. She wanted to hurt something, to lash out, and she knew if she let her anger take hold, she’d unleash it on him.

And that was the last thing she wanted. He might have lied to her, was still keeping secrets, but she didn’t want to hurt him.

“Change into workout clothes,” Teague said.

She turned, found him rustling around in his duffel, pulling out running shorts and a T-shirt.

“What?”

“We’re going running. You need to expend some energy, and if Harley calls, you can answer on the run.”

She hated that he was right. Running would at least let her think straight—ish, and it would burn off some of her anxiety.

Certainly not all of it—nothing would ever do that. Not until she knew the truth.

And she had to know. “We’re still hitting his safety-deposit box tomorrow,” she said as she made it to the bedroom door. That wasn’t up for discussion. If he didn’t want to do it with her, she’d go it alone.

Teague didn’t respond, simply started to unbuckle his pants.

She turned away, because she did not need that distraction. She wanted it, but nope. She was barely clinging to what was left of her self-control as it was.
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“You were right,” Lana muttered as they walked down the long dock, cooling down after a few miles. They’d put on ball caps to cover their faces in case someone was looking for them using cameras. And she’d even tucked her ears under hers. Overkill, probably, but Teague had been insistent. “I feel a little better. Or at least more clearheaded.” Less wanting to break something. Other than Cashe’s face.

“You don’t have to sound so surly about it.”

“I’m not surly.”

“Fine, churlish then.” Teague’s mouth curved up.

And she felt that little smile all the way to her core. Oh, she was in trouble.

As they reached the boat, her phone buzzed in her pants pocket and her heart rate kicked up double time. When she saw Harley’s name on the screen, she flashed it to Teague before she answered. “Hey.”

“Hey…so I’ve got news.” Harley’s tone was serious.

Which told Lana a lot about how this conversation was going to go. Numbness spread through her as she followed Teague into the boat’s cabin. “Just tell me. Please,” she added.

“I dug deep into the case of Jeff Barnes and he definitely…killed your mom. The evidence is solid.”

Yeah, Lana knew that. There had been video.

Harley cleared her throat as she continued. “But his financials are odd. About a week after he went to jail, his wife’s mortgage was paid off. And she was able to buy a new car in cash. If I had to guess, someone paid him to…do what he did.”

“To kill my mom,” Lana rasped out, sinking down onto the nearest seat, the couch, she realized after a moment.

“Yeah. Look, I’m sorry. I can’t know for certain that he was paid for what he did, but this whole situation looks wrong. And I’m just getting started. I’m going to look for a link between him and Cashe. But I thought you should at least know this much now, that things look hinky.”

“Thank you.” Tears welled up but she dashed them away. She’d cry later, after Cashe paid for what he’d done.

“This is no problem. And if you need me to come to Miami, if you guys need help with anything, let me know. On the house. I want to help.”

“That’s… Thank you.” Another batch of tears started spilling over, but she managed to wipe most of them away.

“I’m sorry about all of this,” Harley murmured. “I’m sure this is just…ripping open old wounds.”

It was, and she appreciated Harley’s words, everything she was doing for her. They’d just met a day ago. “It is,” she whispered. “Listen, I need to go before I start crying.” She wanted to do that in private.

“Of course. I’ll call you with anything I find.”

Once they disconnected she stood and walked right into a wall of muscle.

Teague wrapped his arms around her, seemingly not caring about her sweaty state from their run. She certainly didn’t care about his as she let him hold her close. Rage and a new wave of grief bubbled up inside her. She’d been dealing with her mom’s death, processing it as best she could. Now, that wound had been ripped open again. Having Teague comfort her helped. He made her feel safe at least, and grounded.

After a minute she told him everything Harley had said. “Are you going to tell me there could be another plausible reason for all this?”

“No. That looks like a standard payoff.” His words were grim as he held her close, his grip protective. “I could just end Cashe and get rid of him for good,” he said quietly. “You’d never have to worry about him again.”

She jolted in his arms, but then squeezed him. “Stop. You’re not some hired killer so don’t entertain those thoughts.” She didn’t want Teague even thinking about something like that. He could go to jail and there was no way she’d let that happen. “We’ll figure things out. There’s got to be a way to hurt him financially, to… I don’t know, get him arrested. If we could prove a link between him and my mom’s murder.” Sighing, she loosened her grip, leaned back to look up at him. “I’m going to grab a shower. It’s too small for both of us, but maybe afterward…” She felt like a walking open wound. Didn’t like being this vulnerable, found it impossible to ask for exactly what she wanted.

His jaw tightened as he looked down at her. “Not tonight,” he finally growled. “Oh, I want to.” He paused, took a breath. “But I won’t be something you regret in the morning.”

She started to deny that she’d regret anything, but snapped her mouth closed at his expression. She wouldn’t regret it, exactly, but nothing had changed between them. Throat tight, she moved away from him and hurried to the back of the boat.

She shouldn’t feel so hurt, but a tidal wave of emotions punched into her as she stepped into the shower. Learning the truth about her mom’s murder today, just being here with Teague at all… It was too much.

She allowed the tears to fall as the water pounded down around her. Only when she thought she could hold her cries in did she finally turn the shower off.

After drying off and braiding her damp hair, she tossed on a T-shirt and stumbled to bed.

When she heard the door slide open, she didn’t turn in that direction. It was Teague and she couldn’t look at him now. But she could feel him watching her, his eyes on her.

After a long moment, she heard him get in the shower.

The rhythmic sound of the water and her exhaustion from crying lulled her into a daze—until she felt the bed dip.

She hadn’t even heard the water shut off.

“Shh. Go back to sleep,” Teague whispered as he slid his arm around her, pulled her close.

A few tears escaped at the way he was comforting her but she didn’t push him away. Instead she let sleep overtake her, knowing that even if he couldn’t take her pain away, at least she was safe in his arms.


CHAPTER NINETEEN



“If anything happens—”

“I know, I call your boss.” Lana held up the burner phone he’d given her, waved it in front of Teague.

“I just like to be thorough,” he murmured. But the truth was he didn’t like leaving her alone outside the bank. It was either that or bring her inside—which he didn’t like either. There were no good options here. She’d slept in his arms last night, but when she’d woken up this morning all traces of tears had been gone as she’d prepared for this.

She shook her head slightly. “You’re worrying for no reason.” She had on sunglasses and a wig, a short platinum bob that looked good against her skin.

Though everything looked good on her. He just grunted a response.

“Nothing is going to happen.”

“If it does,” he said as he slid his Bluetooth in, “then you leave. You don’t wait around for me. You get the hell out of here. Cashe’s men have already proved they’ll shoot to kill. I can take care of myself, so if necessary, you run.”

She gave him a horrified look. “I’m not leaving you.”

He gritted his teeth. “I’m just saying, if shit hits the fan, it’ll be better if you get out of here, get somewhere safe. Then we can rendezvous later.”

“That’s not what you’re saying at all, and forget it, I’m not abandoning you. We’re partners.” She slid her own earpiece in, her expression set as she pulled her cell out. The burner was for emergencies but they’d be staying in touch via their phones with the most basic method possible—Bluetooth.

“Lana—”

“Fine, fine. If things go crazy, I’ll leave you behind.” Her tone was neutral. “I will abandon you and not look back. Not even once.”

“You’re a terrible liar,” he finally muttered and called her phone so they could connect.

She answered as he sat there. “Hello, grumpy.”

He shook his head, slid out of the truck. “I’m not fucking grumpy.” He was concerned for her safety, and intended to make sure she walked away from this unscathed. She was his to protect. “You hear me okay?”

“I hear you.” Her voice was a balm to his annoyance.

He headed to the crosswalk at the intersection. Early morning, there wasn’t much traffic on the street, and it was a beautiful Miami day. A few white clouds in the bright sky.

He’d parked across from the bank parking lot, wanting an easy escape option for Lana if things did indeed go haywire. Not that he was expecting it—still, he was always prepared for bullshit. Gilbertson was eager to get this over, was already waiting outside the bank, smoking next to his vehicle. Not very professional for a bank manager and definitely not for a high-end bank like this. Which said a lot for the man’s stress level.

Teague glanced at him as he reached the bank’s parking lot, then headed for the front doors, keeping his stride casual.

“He’s following you,” Lana’s voice came over the line clearly.

“You see anyone else?” he murmured as he stepped inside. The bank was large, with polished floors and an art deco style that had recently been upgraded. Though they’d kept all the styling from the original 1930s building.

“No. Just him.”

Good. The place had just opened, and instead of heading to the bank of tellers, he strode over to one of the tables in the huge lobby and pulled out his cell phone, pretended to look at something.

“Mr. Smith?” Gilbertson’s voice was shaky as he approached, feigning appreciation at seeing Teague.

Teague pasted on a smile as Gilbertson walked closer—and saw beads of sweat had popped up all over his forehead. “Good to see you again,” he said, pocketing his cell phone. And as Gilbertson reached him, Teague murmured, “Are you gonna be okay?”

“Yeah. Let’s just get this over with.” Gilbertson glanced over at one of the tellers, a pretty brunette in her twenties, and smiled politely. “I’ve got this, Amanda.”

“You banging her too?” Teague murmured, feeling only a little dickish.

Lana snorted over the earpiece.

But Gilbertson was not amused. He shot Teague an annoyed look. “Of course not,” he hissed.

Teague followed him down a set of stairs, the flooring perfectly polished and the dark wood shining as they descended. This place was definitely a throwback, not like any modern banks. Though there were plenty of security cameras.

Which was why Teague had taken precautions. He kept his head angled down, was wearing a ball cap and had placed seamless silicone ear molds over the tips of his ears before they’d left the boat this morning. He utilized them in his job often enough, but had never gotten used to the feel of them. “I assume the cameras outside here won’t be an issue,” he said quietly as they reached the entrance to the safety-deposit room. There wasn’t a camera inside this room.

“No. But you only have five minutes,” Gilbertson said as he glanced at his watch. “The maintenance mode only lasts so long and we just opened up, so it’s going to get busy. I can’t do anything else or it will be too suspicious.”

“It won’t take me long.” The vault was long and rectangular, with metal boxes of various sizes lining the three walls. A singular table was in the middle of the room, bar table height with no chairs.

Gilbertson didn’t respond, simply moved to a box with the number 564 on it. He slid in two master keys, then opened the door to the box on a sigh.

“You can wait by the door, back turned to me,” Teague ordered softly when Gilbertson made a move to pull the box out of the slot.

The other man’s jaw tightened, but he did what he was told and stood in the entryway, his body stiff.

Teague moved quickly, setting the box on the table and opening it up. There was a stack of cash, which he immediately took out, tucked into the small satchel he’d brought. Heart pounding, he grabbed the jewelry-sized black box, opened it.

Breathed out a sigh. The necklace. A huge, rare blue diamond was the centerpiece with smaller tear-shaped diamonds creating the connecting strands on either side. Even in the harsh fluorescent lighting overhead, this thing was gorgeous to behold. “Got it,” he murmured, wanting to let Lana know that it was here. She didn’t respond, however, and he looked at his phone. No bars. Damn it. They must have gotten disconnected. This was what happened with low tech.

He didn’t take the time to truly appreciate the necklace. Instead he lifted it out of the box and put it into his jacket pocket. If anything happened, he was getting out of here with Lana’s family heirloom on his person.

The paperwork looked like personal deeds and a couple certificates. Just to be a jerk, he took them too, shoved them into the bag. Then he put the empty jewelry box back into the case and wiped down his fingerprints with a cloth from his bag.

He could have taken the whole box but he was feeling mean where Cashe was concerned. Teague could just imagine the man’s expression when he opened his safety-deposit box, saw his cash was gone. He might have a moment where he thought the necklace was still there. Until he opened its case.

It wasn’t enough. If the bastard had killed Lana’s mom—and it was looking like he’d paid for it—Teague was going to end him.

He just wouldn’t tell Lana about it. Though at that thought, he winced. He didn’t like lying to her, didn’t want to do it anymore. Never again.

“Done,” he said, wanting to get out of here.

Gilbertson jumped as if Teague had set off a shot. But he scurried into action, his hands trembling as he put the box back in, locked everything up.

Teague was already moving toward the door, not bothering with any small talk. He’d gotten what he came for—and he couldn’t connect with Lana. He didn’t like being out of contact with her for any reason.

“You’ll never release any, ah, pictures, right?” Gilbertson’s desperate voice trailed behind him.

Teague half turned as he reached the stairs. “We’re good. You’ll never see me again,” he said as quietly as possible. “And you’ll find your money in untraceable cash in a duffel right by your garage when you get off work. I keep my word. Now get it together. You look like you’re going to have a heart attack.”

Gilbertson nodded and stumbled to a nearby restroom with the sign employees only above the door.

Teague hurried up the flight of stairs, but didn’t move so quickly as to draw attention. As he reached the lobby, there were a handful of people in line, most of them in their sixties and upward.

And so was Jeremy Cashe, talking to the teller named Amanda.

Oh. Shit.

Time to get the hell out of here.

Teague scanned the rest of the lobby, didn’t see Leon, but there was a possibility that he was outside.

Lana.

He picked up his pace, hurrying toward the double glass doors, but froze when Lana stepped inside.

With her wig and glasses, she had a good-enough disguise, but she shouldn’t be here. Not with Cashe so close. She froze for a moment as she looked in Teague’s direction.

Then turned right back around, heading outside in a rush.

Teague wanted to race after her, but casually went to one of the tables so he could pause, look at Cashe, gauge his reaction.

As he did, Cashe was half facing the teller, but had turned toward the doors, a frown on his face.

Not good.

Teague tapped his Bluetooth to redial her.

Lana answered on the first ring. “I’m sorry. I got worried about you, then saw him walk inside,” she said, breathless, unsteady. “I thought you might be in trouble, so I followed, which was stupid. I saw you and realized you were okay and then just panicked and left. Oh my God, did he see me?”

“Maybe. Keep going,” he said softly as he hurried outside. “Get in the truck and meet me a couple blocks down. Pick me up outside the laundromat.”

“You’re sure?”

“Yeah, if he’s got any guards out here, I don’t want them seeing us get in the truck together.” Teague didn’t turn around, didn’t glance toward the bank as he stepped onto the sidewalk and headed west.

He didn’t doubt that one of Cashe’s men was in the parking lot, likely waiting on him. But Cashe could easily order his driver or security to follow Lana if he suspected it was her.

After he crossed the street, he risked a glance behind him. There was enough traffic on the road that he couldn’t tell if he was being followed.

By the time he made it to the laundromat, Lana was waiting, tapping her fingers against the steering wheel. He’d barely shut the passenger door behind him when she jerked out of the parking spot and drove away. “Were you followed?”

“Maybe. I don’t know. He was looking at you, not me. I got the necklace.”

She tapped the brakes, making the truck jerk again before she floored it, hurried out of the parking lot. “Oh my God. Seriously?”

“Yep.” He winced when she slammed on the brake again at a stoplight. Yeah, this wasn’t happening. She was too keyed up to drive properly. He reached over, unstrapped her. “Climb over here.”

She looked at him in shock as he unstrapped himself. “What?”

“I’m driving. Either that or I’m going to end up puking.”

She gave him a dry look, but they managed to switch places before the light turned green—and he tried to ignore the way her breasts felt as they brushed against his arm before he slid into the driver’s seat.

“So everything was okay inside?” She was tapping her foot nervously. “I couldn’t get a hold of you and panicked, I guess. I’m so sorry. I was worried about you.” She rubbed her hands over her face. “I just screwed everything up. Oh God, I’m so stupid.”

He was surprised she wasn’t asking to see the necklace, seemed to be more concerned about him. Reaching out, he took her hand in his, squeezed. “You didn’t screw anything up and you are definitely not stupid. We don’t even know that he saw you. Just to be careful, we’re dropping this off at a parking garage and I’m picking up a new ride.”

She blinked in surprise. “You have another vehicle?”

“I’ve got two more,” he said as he pulled the necklace from his pocket. Sunlight glittered off it as he passed it to her. The rare blue diamond was a jewel that wanted to show off its brilliance to the world. It would look amazing against her skin—and he could imagine her wearing it and nothing else.

She gasped as she gently took it, reverently held it up and looked at it. “Thank you,” she whispered.

He took another turn, didn’t see anyone that appeared to be following, but he was going to be careful. Once Cashe realized he’d been robbed yet again, of something far more valuable than the cash, he was going to lose his shit.

Lana was in more danger now than ever before. He needed to get her out of town and kill Cashe. Teague might be interested in what was on his laptop, but at the end of the day Lana’s safety was more important. He didn’t want Cashe in jail, he wanted the man dead. And he had the skills to make sure he didn’t get caught—and the body was never found.

“Thank you, again,” Lana said as they reached the parking garage where he was going to leave his truck for a while.

When he turned to face her, tears glistened in her dark eyes. Fuck. He couldn’t deal with her tears, ever. He cupped her cheek, swiped them away before more began to fall.

This was too much. “Don’t cry,” he murmured, cupping both her cheeks now, his heart aching for her.

She swallowed hard as she watched him. “You didn’t have to do any of the things you’ve done, didn’t have to help me so much. I just…” More tears started to fall and he cursed their lack of space. He wanted to pull her into his arms, comfort her… But he had to get her out of here. He glanced around the parking structure. “Stay put, okay? I’ll be right back.”

She nodded and looked away, swiping at her face as he jumped from the truck.

She’d once told him that she hated to cry, especially in front of people. She was always trying to be so strong, and she was strong, but he wanted to take care of her, to keep her safe from all harm.

Realistically he knew that was impossible, but he could protect her from Cashe.

He was done lying to her though.

Once they got back to the boat, he was going to lay his cards on the table, tell her what he wanted to do. It was the only way to keep her safe, alive.


CHAPTER TWENTY



“It was her,” Cashe gritted out on the other end of the phone line.

Lana sat next to Teague on the boat’s couch as he spoke to Cashe, Cashe’s voice loud enough that she could hear everything.

“You’re sure?” Teague’s voice was so neutral, but his expression was dark, murderous.

“I thought I saw her at the bank, then I find out my safe-deposit box has been cleared out. It had to be her.” There was a crashing sound in the background, glass breaking.

Gah, she’d hoped Cashe hadn’t seen her, but she hadn’t been quick enough.

“What has your bank said? Have they contacted law enforcement?”

“Yes, they have.” And he sounded pissed about it. “There’s an ongoing investigation and I know nothing at this point. Other than the cameras were down for maintenance this morning.”

“The robbery could have happened at any time, not necessarily this morning.”

“That’s what the assholes at the bank said too. But I’m not buying it. I want you to find her,” Cashe snapped. “Bring her to me.”

“It’ll cost you more.”

“I’ll pay your fees,” he hissed. “But I want her brought to me. Immediately.”

Teague gritted his teeth, looking ready to strangle the man. “Keep your phone on you. I’ll contact you once I have her in my custody.”

Cashe hung up.

Teague shoved out a sigh as Lana headed to the kitchen. “You want some tea?”

He shook his head, drinking her in with raw appreciation in his gaze.

She’d taken the wig off and her dark hair was pulled back into a braid. Her jeans and sweater were loose, but that didn’t seem to matter to him as he undressed her with his eyes. “No, but thanks.”

“So what do we do next?” she asked. Because it doesn’t sound like he’s going to let up on finding me.” She sighed as she sat at the kitchen booth, pulled the laptop toward her and started looking at the files again.

“He’s not. And if he doesn’t get results from me soon, he’ll hire someone else to come after you. I don’t think we have more than twenty-four hours, given how pissed he is.”

She rubbed her hands over her face.

“I know a good way to end the Cashe problem.”

“How?”

“I kill him.”

She stared at him for a moment, then snorted out a laugh, dismissing his words as she turned back to the laptop. “Be serious,” she muttered. There was something about the dates on the file linked to the healthcare centers that were making her crazy.

“I am serious.” He moved to the booth, slid in so that he was facing her.

“What? You can’t mean that. You can’t do that! You just…you can’t.” Coldness invaded her as she watched him. “You’d go to jail.” She didn’t care about Cashe at all, not after what he’d done, but she didn’t want Teague putting himself in danger. Not for her, for any reason.

Now he was the one who snorted. “I will definitely not go to jail. I won’t get caught.”

“That’s what everyone in jail likely thinks. Teague, no. Just, no way. Absolutely not. I’ll figure this out, but—”

“When I got shot, it was when I was in the process of taking someone out. As in killing them. I’ve killed before and I likely will again. It’s part of my job and I’m very good at it. Which you’ve unfortunately seen firsthand.” He was still as he spoke, his expression and body motionless. “His body will never be found.”

She tried to process his words, the meaning, everything. She’d sort of had an inkling about his career when he’d talked about a “cleaner” before, but…he’d killed that guy in self-defense. He hadn’t hunted him down and killed him. She hadn’t thought… “Wait…I thought you did stuff like…Harley, I guess. Or me.” He’d been so vague about everything but she’d filled in the blanks herself. Clearly, she’d filled them in wrong. “Like stole information or…whatever.”

“I help do that as well, but I work in Black Ops, making sure very bad people are no longer around to pose a threat.”

She kept staring, then swallowed hard. This…was a lot.

“And the reason my boss told you I was dead was because he thought I was going to die. That part was true. But when I woke up, I could have reached out. We were worried about Sorkov but…deep down, I didn’t want you to look at me differently. To hate me for who I am, what I do.” He ground out each word then looked away, his jaw tight. “But this is who I am, and I will kill to keep you safe.”

A raw silence descended around them.

She slid around the booth so that their legs were touching, but he still didn’t look at her. “Look at me,” she rasped out, her voice unsteady.

When he finally did, his blue eyes were impossible to read.

“I could never hate you,” she murmured, reaching up to cup his cheek. She stroked her thumb over the scruff covering his face. “Ever.” She might have been angry at him for lying to her, keeping her in the dark, but she couldn’t hate this man who’d been there for her through all of this. Especially after he’d come clean to her.

“I could have called you sooner, at least…let you know I was alive. I could have made it work so you didn’t think I was dead when the rest of the world did.”

“It kind of sounds like you’re trying to heap guilt onto yourself because you think you deserve it.” God, she’d been so angry at him before, but now… Things made more sense now. “You kept me safe.” And she hoped it was because…he loved her too.

Hope flickered into his gaze. “You’re not angry with me?”

“No. I’ll probably have questions—but I’ll worry about them later. Most of them.” She cleared her throat. “When…do you go back to work?” She wanted to prepare herself for when that happened. Though nothing could truly do that, because it would slice her up when he finally left.

“I’m off for the foreseeable future.”

Okay, so super vague answer. She wanted to push him, but, she wanted to kiss him more.
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Teague had been so certain that when he came clean with her she’d be done with him. Now that she hadn’t—he had more fears. She was accepting who he was now, when her emotions were high. But what happened after he took care of Cashe? Because that was still on the table.

He wasn’t going to let her live in constant danger. It would just be a matter of time before Cashe sent someone after her. Just like he had done to her mother.

“Teague,” Lana whispered, her gaze going heavy-lidded as it landed on his mouth.

Aaaand his cock strained against his pants. There was so much they needed to talk about.

But that could wait until later. Everything could wait. Especially when she was looking at him with those soft eyes, her expression so needy, all for him.

Teague cupped her cheek, moving in fast, crushing his mouth to hers in a claiming. And that was exactly what he was doing, claiming her.

Even if she didn’t realize it.

He still worried about their future, whether she could truly accept all of him once she processed the reality of who he was. And he wasn’t sure she had yet.

He kissed her anyway, because he was a selfish bastard. He wanted her now, wanted to imprint himself on her, get her so addicted to him that she’d never want to leave.

He’d made a hell of a lot of mistakes in life, but she was not one of them. The biggest one he’d made was walking away months ago. Yeah, he’d had work, but he should have stayed longer. Explored what was between them.

Once she was safe, he was going to do just that. Lock her down, convince her to be with him forever. She was his, even if she didn’t realize it. And he was most definitely hers—she owned him.

She groaned into his mouth, leaning into him as he teased his tongue against hers, demanded everything.

But there wasn’t enough room here to do what he wanted. He slid out of the booth, tugging her with him.

He pulled her to her feet before backing her up against the little countertop. The need to kiss her, consume her, was overwhelming. His erection was thick and hard against his pants—it knew exactly where it wanted to be.

Inside Lana.

But first, he was getting her off. He was already addicted to her taste, had been obsessing about it since last night—hell, since the moment they’d met, if he was being brutally honest with himself.

Still kissing her, he lifted her up onto the countertop and reached for the button of her jeans, his hands practically shaking. That was a foreign concept. He was in control, always.

Except when it came to her.

She grabbed at his shirt, practically ripping it over his head, making him laugh lightly.

“I can’t get totally naked yet,” he murmured as he tossed his shirt away. Or he would absolutely lose control.

“You definitely can.”

He tugged off her jeans even as she shrugged out of her sweater. Her bra was a soft purple, offering up her full breasts. Her thong, the same color, was lacy and sheer, revealing the small, dark thatch of hair covering her mound.

He went down on his knees, shoved the material to the side before he dove straight in.

“Teague!” She let out a yelp of surprise that quickly turned to a moan as he flicked his tongue over her clit.

It was already peeking out, pink and beautiful, and pulsing—needing him. He was going to bring her release, over and over. He wanted her seeing stars today.

“You’re so wet already,” he growled against her, grasping one of her calves, putting it over his shoulder.

She immediately did the same with her other one, spreading herself wider for him. Then she rolled her hips as he began teasing her harder, flicking his tongue over her clit in a steady, insistent rhythm.

“Oh, God. Everything you do is good.” Her words were raspy, unsteady.

He slid a finger inside her, loving how soaked she was—for him. He loved how turned-on she was, the way she was so reactive, sensual.

When she rolled her hips again, trying to make his finger go deeper, he pulled out.

“No—”

He stood suddenly, covered her mouth with his so that she could taste herself even as he tugged her off the countertop, wrapping her legs around him.

“Want you to come around my cock,” he growled against her mouth. He was feeling desperate himself. As unsteady as she’d sounded moments ago.

She bit his bottom lip, her breasts still covered, though she arched against his chest.

As he walked them down to the bedroom, he quickly unhooked her bra, wanting all the skin-to-skin possible. Her breasts spilled out as they tumbled onto the bed and he sucked in a breath.

Fuck him. He would never get tired of seeing her splayed out like this, a wanton offering for him.

Only him.

She was in his blood at this point, so much a part of him that he knew without a doubt he loved her. He couldn’t tell her yet, didn’t want to freak her out, but he loved her all the same.

She shoved at his jeans, making him let out a strained laugh.

“Hold on.” He managed to get them unbuttoned, then off. He’d gone commando—he believed in always being prepared.

Without pause, she wrapped her hand around his erection, stroked once, hard.

He jerked in her grip, the feel of her soft hand around him making his head roll back as he groaned in pleasure. “Not too fast,” he ordered, wrapping his hand around hers. “I’m coming inside you.” A promise.

Her eyes went heavy-lidded and she wordlessly lifted her hips, still gripping him as she guided him to her slick entrance.

Not that he needed to be guided, but he loved the way she was touching him.

He sucked in a breath as the tip of his cock slid right through her slick folds.

She arched her back as he slowly thrust inside her, her breasts shaking with the movement. He ducked his head to one of them, sucked a hard nipple into his mouth as he thrust all the way home. God, she was so tight.

She cried out, her inner walls convulsing around him. Oh yeah, she wasn’t going to take long at all. Neither was he, for that matter.

He pulled back, but just a fraction, knowing the head of his cock was sliding right over her G-spot, given the way her inner walls tightened again.

“Teague.” She said his name like a prayer, drawing it out as he repeated the action, pulling out just a bit, before not quite giving her what she needed, but driving her crazy. “You’ve got to go faster,” she rasped out. “Stop teasing.”

“Tell me what you want,” he growled against her nipple.

“Fuck me,” she snapped, her voice trembling. “Faster. Harder.”

Which told him she was already on the edge. Normally he had to draw any type of words out of her. He didn’t want to torture himself any longer either. Not now when they desperately needed this.

He pulled his hips back, thrust home, and she gasped.

They quickly found a rhythm as she wrapped her legs around him, tugging her close to him each time he thrust inside her.

He almost told her that he loved her, the words on the tip of his tongue. So he kissed her instead, crushing his mouth to hers as he reached between their bodies, found her swollen clit.

She went off like a firecracker as he rubbed the sensitive bundle of nerves, her inner walls tightening around him faster and faster until she climaxed, coming around his cock with each thrust inside her.

As he felt her coming, crying out his name as she did, he let go. His balls were pulled up so tight, his entire being on a razor’s edge. The only thing that existed now was the two of them and this moment, nothing else.

When she reached between their bodies, cupped his balls and squeezed, he saw stars as he started climaxing. His orgasm slammed into him faster than he’d been ready for. Which felt like a metaphor for how he’d felt when he’d first met her. He’d never been ready for her, couldn’t have imagined someone like her walking into his life.

“Lana,” he growled out as he thrust. His movements were wild and out of control until he’d completely spent himself.

She squeezed her legs around his hips as he settled on her, lazily kissed her until they both sighed in pleasure.

He hated pulling out of her but didn’t want to smother her so he eased to the side, stretched out next to her.

She made a soft humming sound as she curled into him, fitting perfectly against him.

As his breathing returned to normal, he lay there, sated, his hand splayed across her flat stomach. He wasn’t sure how long they lay there, but the moment was perfect, quiet. As if it was just the two of them in the world.

The weather was calm today and there must be no one coming and going at the marina because the boat didn’t move either. “I’m so glad you’re on the pill,” he murmured, sliding his hand over her stomach. He moved lower, cupping her mound, holding her. “I love coming inside you.” Soon he’d be doing it again.

“Me too.” Her voice was just as drowsy, but suddenly her stomach muscles tightened right before she sat up straight. “Oh my God, the dates!” She jumped out of bed, headed straight for the door, then cursed and veered for the bathroom.

He nearly got whiplash. “What dates? And what are you doing?” Why the hell wasn’t she still in bed, next to him?

“Gotta clean up,” she said, sticking her head out of the bathroom, giving him a cheeky smile. “Will you grab my robe for me?”

She hadn’t answered his question about dates, but he plucked the robe she must have discarded this morning from one of the built-in dressers.

As she exited the bathroom, she grabbed it, shoved her arms into it even as she hurried out of the bedroom.

He groaned when she tied it around her waist, covering up all that gorgeous skin. “You can just walk around naked,” he murmured as he followed after her, grabbing one of his weapons from the bedside table. Even on the small boat, he liked to have one within arm’s reach at all times.

She flipped open the laptop. “You said the pill and it triggered something. Something about the dates in two of Cashe’s files were driving me crazy. I’ve obviously never had kids, but look at these notations. Each date coincides with when a pregnant woman would visit her OB. Or it’s close enough. I need to check for sure, but I remember all the appointments Belle had to go to.”

Teague grabbed his cell phone from the nearby countertop and pulled up a search engine. He had no clue about that kind of stuff, but his mind was working overtime. If her line of thinking was right…this was very bad. Worse than he’d originally thought.

She’d pulled up a website, was doing the same thing he was. He glanced at her screen, set his phone down as she started making notations of when expecting mothers generally visited their OB.

“Jesus,” he murmured.

“This looks like OB appointment dates. I…” Her expression was horrified as she looked at him. “I don’t want to say it, but what if he’s running an illegal adoption ring? He’s awful enough to do something like that, right?”

“Yeah he is.” And the notations would make more sense. Originally Teague had thought black market organ sales, but the payments had been too large. The initials could be the names of parents. And the payments… The one-time, six figure payments. Teague shook his head, knew his expression was grim. “Look, I want to bring Cashe down.” Hell, he wanted to kill the bastard. “But this is something we need to turn over to the Feds. I can hand this information to my boss—”

“Okay.”

“What?” He’d been expecting an argument.

“I have a realistic expectation about how much we can do with our limited resources. This is awful—if it is what it looks like. And if he’s illegally trafficking babies—and that’s what it would be—then it needs to stop. Because a man like Cashe would absolutely exploit the mothers. That’s assuming they’re willing or even know what’s happening. For all we know…he could…”

“Have a doctor who’s killing the moms,” Teague said. “The centers are in lower-income parts of town. And I’ve seen shit like this before. Not here, but…nothing would surprise me.” And he hated that, hated that he’d seen the worst in humanity. Cashe being involved in something like this wasn’t a huge jump, unfortunately. Even if it wasn’t an illegal adoption ring, he was a dirty bastard.

“You’re sure your boss knows who to turn this over to? It won’t get lost or tied up with someone wondering how they came to be in possession of his laptop?”

“My boss will know exactly who to turn this over to.” Of that Teague had no doubt. Because the Feds had a case open on him, though they’d been looking at a terrorism angle. Maybe this would help them arrest him a lot sooner. And then Anson would expect Teague to come back to work.

Well, that wasn’t happening soon.

“Make the call,” she said quietly, rage burning in her eyes. “The sooner this is in the right hands, the better.”

“No one will ever know you’re the one who stole his laptop.” Teague would say he’d done it, if it came down to it. But it wouldn’t. No, whoever Anson ended up turning this over to would be grateful for it. The chance to bring down an illegal adoption ring—if that was what this was—would be a dream for any Fed.

But building a case against someone took time. And no way was he letting Lana out of his sight until Cashe was arrested and brought to justice. She was still a target until then.

If that never happened—Teague knew what he had to do. Until then, he would keep her safe. No matter what.


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE



“Where did you find this PI?” Jeremy demanded as Leon stepped into his office. He’d requested his presence ten minutes ago.

Leon paused, took in the disarray—the shattered vase on the floor and the broken frame on the wall. He quickly looked away and focused on Jeremy. “As I said before, reputation. He’s done work for a couple of high-profile individuals and comes highly recommended.”

Yeah, yeah. “He’s incompetent.” Because Jeremy knew Lana was behind this, could feel it.

Leon cleared his throat. “How long has it been since you slept?”

Feeling off-kilter, he narrowed his gaze at Leon. “None of your fucking business. I know I saw Lana Florakis at the bank this morning.”

Leon simply nodded, but it was clear he didn’t believe him.

“Someone has stolen from me three times now. Three. Fucking. Times. If this gets out…” He shook his head, not wanting to finish the thought. He had more problems to worry about. Two deals he’d been counting on had just tanked, suddenly, with no warning. That was on top of his missing laptop. And his go money—his insurance should he ever need to lie low somewhere, go on the run. Though the necklace had been his real backup. The cash had been to help him escape if ever needed, and the necklace would have helped him set up a new life.

“If Smith says the woman is in California—”

“He’s wrong,” he snarled.

“From all accounts, she hasn’t been at her house. And I discreetly asked questions at the hospital she was contracted with. She was offered a job but told them she’d need time to think about it. It sounds as if she’s on vacation. She is just one, single woman—I believe a crew has targeted you.”

He shoved up from his desk. “Get out.” He was close to losing it again, close to breaking something else and he didn’t want his employee to witness it.

Right now, he felt like he was losing his mind. Someone had stolen from him, multiple deals had gone south, and he could have sworn someone was following him this morning when he left the bank. Maybe he was just being paranoid but…something was wrong.

He felt it.

And that bitch Lana was behind it. He simply knew it. Her mother had been a nosy bitch too, had almost conned him.

God, she’d been good. But then she’d gotten too close to one of his operations. And she’d had to die.

Now her daughter would too.


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO



Teague glanced down at his phone as he headed into the diner, read the text from Lana.

Text me when you leave!

I will, he responded. Then added a smiley-faced emoji, which felt weird to do. But he knew she was worried about him. And he…liked that. He still wasn’t sure where they stood. The sex between them was off the charts. He was addicted, desperately in love with her. But he didn’t know how deep her feelings were for him, and with this whole mess hanging in between them, the future felt uncertain. And he wasn’t sure how to broach the subject of what he wanted.

Which was everything.

Inside the Cuban diner there were three families at different tables and one lone woman in a booth by the back. He headed for her, able to pick her out as being a Fed immediately. Even if it hadn’t been for the fact that everyone else was clearly just a regular family out for dinner, her button-down blue shirt and stiff posture gave her away.

She eyed him suspiciously as he approached but he held up the backpack with the laptop. “Anson called you about me.”

She eased back slightly, nodded.

As he sat across from her a woman with dark hair, dark skin and a big smile approached. “What’ll you have to drink?”

“Coffee. And I’d like to order a couple flans to go, as well as churros. You can box everything up together.” Lana had a sweet tooth so he was bringing her back dessert.

“So, you have something for me?” the Fed asked. He knew from Anson, and the brief look at her file he’d read, that her name was Valeria Martinez and she went by Val. But apparently they weren’t exchanging names. He’d lie about his name anyway if she asked, so it was a moot point.

He nodded and slid the bag under the booth. “Yep. Cashe’s laptop. And it’s been unencrypted. I don’t know how to make sense of all of it, but some of it…” He shook his head. “He’s into something bad.”

The woman glanced around the lively place where families were laughing and talking, then leaned in close, her voice low. “We know. My team has been investigating him for a year. Where’d you get his laptop from?”

He snorted softly. Yeah, that was so not up for discussion.

Sighing, she leaned back against the red booth. “Anson said you wouldn’t give me shit.”

Her sulky tone made him laugh. “So why a year?” That was a long time for an investigation. Despite what television showed, after a while, some cases got backburnered.

“We had someone on the inside. We were close to bringing him down. Then…” She made an explosion motion with her hands.

And suddenly… Fuck. “Was your inside person Daphne Florakis?”

The woman’s eyes widened slightly. “How’d you know that?”

Oh, hell. Instead of answering, he said, “Was she working with you then?”

“Yeah. Willingly,” she added. “She wasn’t a CI or anything. My boss knew her from years ago—he’d investigated her once upon a time but nothing ever came of it. And they sort of became friends. Maybe lovers at one point.” Valeria shook her head slightly. “So she came to him when she stumbled across some of Cashe’s dealings. She wanted to bring him down and couldn’t do it on her own. He’s fucking dirty,” she muttered. “Way worse than we originally thought. But he’s good. Keeps so many things compartmentalized. But we got someone else on the inside recently after she was killed. Low level, but still.”

“He killed her.” Teague wanted to see if his and Lana’s suspicion about that was correct.

Valeria sighed. “We took a run at the man who pulled the trigger. He won’t flip on Cashe, but yeah, I think you’re right.”

Teague would get the asshole to flip—or he’d revert to plan B and just kill Cashe. Not yet, however. He would try this through the proper channels first. The Feds better hope they made something stick. “I think he’s running an illegal adoption ring. Or at least involved somehow. The info on the laptop is vague enough, but it’ll point you in the right direction.”

When she didn’t look remotely shocked, Teague realized she must already know or at least have an idea.

As their waitress returned with the box of desserts and his coffee, he pulled out a few bills, dropped them on the table. “For both of us. Keep the change.”

The server’s eyes widened slightly as she pocketed it, smiled. “Gracias.”

He nodded, smiled politely before he turned back to the Fed. “How long until you bring him down?”

“We’re close.”

Well, close could mean anything.

As if she read his mind, she continued. “This week. I’m sure whatever is on this laptop is going to help—my team will be ripping it apart tonight—but he’s going down soon. Two of his deals just flatlined, courtesy of our inside person. I can’t tell you what we think he’s going to do, but it’s going to be something stupid. It’ll give us enough to get a warrant and bring him in—and search his warehouse.”

Good. He didn’t care why they brought him in, Teague just wanted him behind bars. “If you need me, Anson’s got my number.”

“No problem. What’s your name? I didn’t catch it.”

He just smiled as he scooped everything up and left. There was at least one Fed in a van in the parking lot listening in on the conversation—they really needed to learn subtlety. One of her team might even try to follow him, though he doubted it.

He’d be taking the long route back to the marina anyway just to be sure he wasn’t followed.

Then he was going to lose himself in Lana for the next few hours. He hated leaving this to someone else, but bringing down someone like Cashe, with a large operation, was something that required a team.

And it seemed as if the Feds were primed to do just that.

They’d better, or he’d take care of things his own way.


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE



“What’s that smile for?” Teague reached for Lana’s phone as she read a text.

“Hey.” She swatted at his big hand. “Nosy!”

He just gave a lazy grin as he lay back on the bed. The covers were completely back, the sheets half off the bed by now.

They’d had sex, had coffee, then had more sex—and she was feeling amazing. Even with the buzzing tension inside her as she waited on news about Cashe. After what Teague had told her last night after his meeting with a Fed, that her mom had been helping the FBI, her mind was still reeling.

She wondered if that was the reason her mom had gone straight. Or appeared to anyway. She was so proud of her mom for wanting to bring down Cashe, but hated that she hadn’t told Lana about her plans. Probably wanted to keep her safe. But if she’d told Lana, maybe things would have ended up differently.

Now she would never know.

“You texting a secret boyfriend?”

She snorted and turned her screen off as she rolled onto him, bit his chest lightly. “You’re the secret boyfriend on the side,” she said laughingly. “My side piece.” She thought that was the right phrase. She’d been texting Belle, who’d been super curious about her new “boyfriend.”

He gripped her hips possessively, making her look up at him. “I don’t share.” His words were a deep rumble.

She laughed again at his dark tone, a thrill shooting through her at the heat she saw in his eyes. “I’m just joking, obviously.”

“I know. Still don’t share.” His gaze fell to her mouth then, the heat level already at a ten. He should be sated.

So should she. But she couldn’t seem to get enough.

He’d slid his hand through her hair, cupping the back of her head—when his phone buzzed, shaking across the slender built-in nightstand. He paused, clearly debating if he was going to answer.

She leaned over, saw that the screen said BOSS. “It’s your boss.”

Teague sighed, nipped one of her breasts with his mouth before he reached over, grabbed his phone, growled, “What?” into it. He sat up though, and the guy was so damn loud Lana heard why.

He’d told Teague to turn on the news.

She scrambled off him and hurried through the kitchen and into the living area, not bothering with clothes. Lana tended to get most of her news online but figured whatever was happening would be on a local channel. She turned to one as Teague came to stand by her, equally naked. She stopped when she saw Jeremy Cashe’s name flash on the bottom of the screen.

A pretty woman with a navy blue jacket and a bright white silky top underneath stood in front of the sheriff’s office, her eyes practically glittering as a breaking news banner scrolled underneath her name. “Our sources have confirmed that philanthropist and businessman Jeremy Cashe has been arrested on multiple charges, including fraud.” A picture of Cashe, smiling in a tuxedo, flashed on-screen for a moment. It was immediately followed by an image of him in handcuffs being escorted into the sheriff’s office, his head down as he tried to avoid being on camera.

“I thought it was the Feds after him,” she murmured to Teague, who still had his phone up to his ear.

“What’ve you got?” Teague asked his boss.

She muted the channel, turning on the closed captioning so she could hear Teague’s boss better. Cashe had been arrested, which felt insanely fast. That told her the Feds must have been at the tail end of their case. Though she wondered why he’d been brought to the sheriff’s station instead.

As Teague’s boss talked to him, she overheard “shitstorm,” “pissing contest between locals and the Feds” and then something about “assets seized at his warehouse” followed by “When the hell are you coming back to work?”

Lana paused at that, trying not to stare at Teague as he answered. She pretended to be reading the subtitles on-screen even as she waited for him to answer.

“Thanks for the heads-up. I’ll call you back in a minute.”

In a minute? Like…without her around? She really wished she’d grabbed her robe, because standing here naked made her feel as if she’d lost her armor.

“So did your boss say anything the news isn’t telling us?” She turned the volume on low as she glanced at him.

“The sheriff’s office apparently arrested Cashe before the Feds could and they’re beyond pissed. They’d been working the case in tandem, and it sounds as if the Feds pissed off the locals so the SO made the arrest first.” He shook his head slightly as he watched the screen—then he turned to her. “With him arrested, you can go back to your life soon.”

“Sounds like you will be too. When are you going back to work?”

His jaw tightened. “I’m not sure yet.”

She nodded, feeling out of sorts. He worked a job he couldn’t tell her about, not really. “Will I ever be allowed to know where you’re going when you leave for…jobs?”

He scrubbed a hand over his face and she knew the answer.

As a chill rolled through her she grabbed the blanket off the back of the couch and wrapped it around herself before sitting down. They’d been in a bubble the last few days. Reality was starting to push back in, reminding her that he’d never made her any promises.

“Hold on,” he murmured, before disappearing into the bedroom. He came back moments later with boxers on and her robe in his hand.

She slid it on and sat again, turning to face him. “So now that things are sort of returning to normal and we’re not in hiding…what are we?”

“What do you want to be?”

Oh hell no. “I asked first.”

“I want to be with you.”

“When you’re in town?”

He growled slightly. “All the time. Including when I’m gone. I don’t share and I want to be exclusive.”

Something inside her chest eased at his words. She wanted the same. But… “How often are you gone, for work? Like, average? Yearly?” There was so much they hadn’t discussed about the future or even themselves because she’d been worried about staying alive. She hadn’t been thinking much past screwing over Cashe, then trying to make sure he got arrested. Now…that wasn’t an issue. When they’d just been friends, Teague had traveled so much. So she had an idea of how much he was gone, but wanted to know for sure.

“Eighty percent of the year.”

She pulled in a quiet breath. That was a lot, more than she’d expected. “Oh.”

Reaching out, he took her hands in his. “It doesn’t have to be like that though. I’m going to make some changes.”

“Well don’t make them for me.”

He frowned. “Who the hell else would I make them for? Of course I’m making them for you.”

Everything inside her tensed up. “I just meant, do it because you want to. I don’t want you to regret any decisions and feel like, I don’t know, resentful.”

“I could never feel resentful of you.”

She snorted softly. He said that now, but she had a feeling he was an adrenaline junkie, given the few details she had about his job.

“What does that mean?”

“Nothing.”

“It means something.”

“Fine. You live life on the edge, and yeah, I did at one point but it was all I ever knew. I’ve been putting down roots. These last few days have been a nightmare. And I know it’s my fault, at least partially, for going after Cashe. I put myself in the line of fire. But I have no desire to live the way I used to. I love nursing, love living in one place. Even traveling as a nurse was getting to be too much and there’s no danger factor in that. Not where I was anyway. I don’t want to force you to make any big life changes or…whatever.” She stood, tightening her robe around herself. She’d started this conversation but she was drowning in regrets now. “I… Let’s just forget it.”

He stood too, his muscles taut. “We’re not forgetting this. I fucking love you, Lana. I’m not walking away from us. We—”

She sucked in a breath, took a small step back. She loved him too, but she was not ready to say the words. And she certainly wasn’t ready to hear them. The only person who’d ever told her that they loved her was her mom, and just…nooo. This was all way too much.

She’d thought he was dead less than a week ago. Then they’d gone from nothing to hot and heavy sex, and now he was saying he loved her. Would change his job or at least his schedule for her. This was simply too much to handle. Her chest tightened and she struggled to draw in a breath as her surroundings funneled out. Oh God, was she having a heart attack? It was so hard to breathe.

“Hell,” he muttered, covering the short distance between them. “Sit and lean forward.”

She did as he said, sitting on the cushy couch and leaning forward.

“Breathe,” he murmured, rubbing her back. “In through your nose, out through your mouth.”

She tried, but her heart rate was out of control, and it took everything she had to suck in breath after breath. How could he say he loved her, wanted to make changes for her? How was he not terrified out of his mind? She’d never done normal, didn’t know that she even could, no matter how much she loved him.

“Keep breathing in through your nose.” His voice was soothing, a balm over her even as her mind wanted to wander, to send everything into a kaleidoscope of panic again.

Soon she was able to push out longer breaths, but her heartbeat was still erratic when she finally leaned back against the couch. “I don’t know what’s wrong with me.”

“You had a panic attack.” His expression was neutral. “Sit tight, I’m going to make you some tea.”

“I’m fine.” More like super embarrassed. And of course she’d had a panic attack, she realized belatedly. But when she’d been in it, she hadn’t been thinking at all.

The look he gave her was dry as he stood. He started rummaging around in the kitchen, let out a curse when his phone started buzzing again.

“Answer your phone. I’m…okay, I promise.” She stood, still feeling a bit off-kilter, but she wanted to put real clothes on. Get off this boat and back to her life. Or what passed as her life.

She felt so untethered to everything right now. Cashe had been arrested, but there was no guarantee he’d do time for ordering her mom’s murder. And Teague… God, she couldn’t even think about him right now. Couldn’t think about the future. She needed to process things with him, maybe go out on a real date. Do things together without the threat of danger hanging over their heads.

She knew she had issues, but she also knew they couldn’t just jump straight into a relationship without learning more about each other. He had a job where he’d be gone all the time and she wouldn’t know when he’d be back. If…he came back. A chill seeped into her veins at the thought.

He watched her carefully, but finally answered as she ducked into the back bedroom. She tugged on a T-shirt and jeans, then tucked her phone into her back pocket. Then she sat on the edge of the bed and simply breathed, trying to steady herself, taking just a few more minutes to think.

Finally she stood. She needed…food. And more coffee. And to get off this damn boat. Alone. She needed space to process all the random thoughts in her mind.

When she stepped out of the room to ask Teague if she could go grab food, she was surprised to find he was gone. He’d had clothes on the couch earlier—she saw they were gone too.

Frowning, she slipped on her sandals and stepped out onto the back deck.

Looking along the dock, she didn’t see him anywhere.

She knew she was probably being stupid, but… Another burst of low-grade panic settled in. He wouldn’t have just left. That was stupid. God, she was a mess right now.

She headed down the dock and toward the parking lot. When she saw his truck was gone, she called him. But it went straight to voicemail.

A new sort of panic punched through her, not one that immobilized her, but one of raw fear. Had something happened to him?

Her phone buzzed with an incoming text from Teague. I’ll be back soon. Everything is okay. Stay on the boat!

Immediately the anxiety subsided, but she still felt off and didn’t want to go back to the boat. It was beautiful but was starting to feel like a prison. She pulled up a rideshare app instead. She was just going to go home, grab a few creature comforts. Then she’d text Teague.

And hopefully screw her head on straighter before seeing Teague again.

He’d said he loved her and she’d freaked out. She winced even as the driver picked her up. What the hell was wrong with her? The man she loved had told her that he loved her, and she’d basically had a heart attack.

She needed to face her fears and reach for happiness, even if she was terrified to try.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR



Lana laid her folded clothes on her bed next to the little bag of laundry pods she’d already set out. She probably shouldn’t have left the marina, but she’d needed space, time to think.

And she could only do that away from Teague. As she gathered everything together, she texted him, told him she’d be back soon.

When her phone buzzed almost immediately after, she nearly jumped, but smiled when she saw Belle’s name on the screen. “Hey,” she answered as she grabbed some sexy lingerie and tossed it onto the pile of clothing. She hoped they’d be able to just leave the boat for good, but if they were going to stay another day or two, she needed fresh underwear. She might be unsure of herself, but the chemistry between her and Teague wasn’t in question. Just the future.

“Hey yourself. What are you up to today?”

“Ah…” How did she answer that?

“Oooh, you’re in the new-boyfriend phase. I was going to see if you wanted to grab lunch, but by that pause I’m guessing you’re not available?” Belle asked with a laugh.

“I can’t do anything today, but I want a rain check,” she said as she pulled out a small backpack from her closet. She had two minutes left. The rideshare driver had agreed to wait for her to take her back since she’d promised to be quick.

You weren’t supposed to leave the boat. Teague’s text came through and she could almost swear she could hear his voice, his tone.

“No worries. I had a random free afternoon so thought I’d ask. So…what’s up with you and your new boyfriend?”

She felt weird at hearing the word boyfriend associated with Teague, especially since she didn’t know where they stood after her panic attack. “I honestly don’t know. I kind of freaked out on him.” She wasn’t used to opening up to people, but if she was truly putting down roots, she was going to have to get rid of old habits. Belle was a good person and a good friend. Definitely what she would have wanted in an older sister if she’d had one. Lana trusted her implicitly.

“We’ve all been there.” Belle’s voice was sympathetic.

“Somehow I doubt you had a panic attack when Grant told you he loved you the first time.”

Belle let out a sort of strangled sound. “Oooh… It’s too soon, huh?”

“I love him too…” I’m just worried I’m incapable of being in a relationship or accepting his love. She held those words back, hating herself a little for even thinking them. Mainly because she worried they were true.

She paused as she heard a sound coming from the front of the house. Then she realized it was a horn honking. Aw, crap. “Hey, can I call you back in just a sec?” She needed to grab her stuff and get out of here. And she needed to text Teague back.

“Of course.”

She grabbed her backpack after they disconnected and hurried to the front of her little house. The guy was still honking his stupid horn. “Jeez, give it a rest,” she muttered. She still had time.

She froze as she came face-to-face with Jeremy Cashe standing in her front doorway.

He slammed the door shut behind him, partially muting the honking, but it was still in the background, blaring as he stood there, holding a gun directly at her.

Shock punched through her, her body going numb. “What are you doing?” she blurted as blood rushed in her ears.

“I want my fucking money,” he snarled, his hair disheveled, eyes wild as he looked around the interior. “Are you alone?”

“What money?” she whispered even as her cell phone buzzed in her pocket, over and over. It had to be Teague. She didn’t dare check it, even reach for it in case it set Cashe off. She had no weapons, nothing even close to her that she could reach for. And her feet were rooted in place as she stared at his gun. She’d worked in healthcare long enough to know how much damage one bullet could do.

“Don’t even start with that!” He popped off a shot at the ceiling, the blast ripping through the room, sending plaster raining down. He’d lost his mind if he was shooting in the middle of the day, clearly not caring if her neighbors heard.

Fear slicked up her spine. If he didn’t care, he was even more dangerous.

“I saw you at the bank, I know you took it. I know you took the necklace!” His hand wavered, the action wild and unsteady.

Adrenaline surged through her as she thought about lying to him, but she worried if she did, he’d lose it and just shoot her. She had to stall. She held up her hands, palms up. “Fine! I have your money, but it’s not here.”

He took a step forward, waving his gun at her face. “I said don’t lie!”

“I’m not lying.” Her stomach muscles tightened. “Do you really think I’d keep all that money and my necklace here? At this house?” Sweat beaded along her upper lip as she continued. “I’ve been lying low at a marina. All your money is there.” She hated bringing him to where Teague might be, but this was the only chance she’d have to distract Cashe, or attempt to escape him. The marina was vast and she could use the water to escape.

It was her only hope at this point. She wouldn’t bring him to the boat she and Teague had been in, but if she got him close enough, she hoped Teague would see them—and hopefully save her if she couldn’t escape. He was clearly trained and she trusted him to have her back.

Cashe’s face was red as he looked around the entryway wildly, contemplating her words. Finally he nodded once. “Fine, you’re driving. And if you try something stupid, I’ll shoot you in the back of the head.” Venom dripped from each word. “This way,” he ordered, directing her to the front door.

Ice coated her veins as she nodded and stepped closer to him, cringing inside.

He grabbed her shoulder and shoved her forward, the sound of the horn growing louder as she stepped out onto the porch. Then she saw why it was going off.

The driver was slumped over in the front seat and two neighbors had come out to see what the commotion was. Oh God, stay away, she silently shouted.

Cashe just shoved her forward toward the still-idling car, not caring who saw them. She heard a woman shout in alarm from across the street and Cashe turned, shot wildly in her direction.

A scream followed and Lana tried to rush him, to knock the gun out of his hand, but he spun around, backhanded her.

She fell into the car, her back slamming into it.

Then he grabbed her throat, got right in her face. The scent of sweat wafted off him, pungent, stale. “I will shoot anyone and everyone unless you take me to my money.”

Unable to speak, she simply nodded. He was unhinged. Unpredictable and insanely dangerous.

He shoved her to the side, yanked the bleeding driver out onto the street before shoving her into the driver’s seat. The horn ceased immediately and a morbid silence descended on the street.

It all happened so fast she could barely process it even as she sat in the pool of blood. The scent of it filled her nostrils, making her nauseous.

Sirens sounded in the distance and she could only hope her neighbors were okay, that he hadn’t actually struck anyone. That the driver bleeding out in the street would survive. It went against all her instincts to leave him, but she had no choice.

As she drove, regret punched through her. She was probably going to die in the next hour and she’d never told Teague she loved him.

God, she’d been such a coward and now he’d never know how much he meant to her.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE



Teague raced down the dock to the boat as he called Lana again. Went right to voicemail this time. He inwardly cursed. He tapped his Bluetooth to hang up, then dialed Harley, knowing how much she liked Lana. He’d get no questions from her either.

“Hey asshole,” she said by way of answering.

“I can’t get a hold of Lana and I think something’s wrong. I need you to track her phone.”

“Hold on.” There was a rustling of movement, then the faint sound of fingers on a keyboard. “She’s definitely traveling in a car or vehicle. She’s moving fast… Give me a sec, I’m going to hack into the microphone of one of her apps that’s not secure… All right… This doesn’t sound good,” she murmured.

“What?” He jumped onto the boat, hurried inside. Where the hell was she? He’d told her to stay put. He couldn’t believe she’d left the damn boat at all. There was still an unknown threat out there.

“I’m going to link my feed and push it through to your phone. It’s going to be tinny.”

“Okay.”

There was a rustling sound of what he guessed was clothing but nothing else.

“What the hell is this?” a male voice snarled. Jeremy Cashe.

Ice coated Teague’s body as the realization set in. Cashe was with Lana. Or at least her phone. How the hell had he escaped custody?

“I told you I was taking you to a marina. This is it.” Lana’s voice now, shaky. Teague felt a small punch of relief. She was alive.

And she was close if she was talking about a marina. Teague already had a weapon strapped to his ankle, but he grabbed another pistol he’d taped into one of the bathroom cabinets. He had a few throughout the boat. “Are they close to Bluewater Marina?”

“Yeah, the signal from her phone indicates they’re pulling into the parking lot now.”

Okay so she was here. And alive. He could take out Cashe, end this here and now, and make sure no one ever threatened Lana again.

“What’s going on?” Harley asked as the sound of Lana’s voice faded away.

“I got a call and didn’t want to take it in front of her. I… Fuck, it’s so stupid.” He peered out the big window that gave him the best view of the dock and anyone who approached the boat. He wanted to go to her, but if he headed out on the dock, he’d be exposed. Cashe shouldn’t know who he was, but Teague needed to remain invisible until he struck. “I wanted to grab her favorite pastries and surprise her after. I just went up the road.” Things had gotten so weird between them, he’d wanted to smooth everything over and just lay it out on the line. He knew she was skittish about love and him—she had a right to be. He’d just recently risen from the dead without warning her. Jesus.

“That’s not stupid. What can I do?”

“Nothing. But thank you for tracking her. I see them,” he whispered, though they couldn’t remotely hear him. “He’s got her pulled close to him. I can’t see it, but he’s got to have a gun on her. Or a knife. They’re walking down the dock toward the boat we’ve been staying on.” He moved back into the living room, glad the windows were tinted. As soon as they walked inside, he was putting a bullet in Cashe’s head.

Lana didn’t look in the direction of the boat, however, just kept walking down the dock.

“She’s leading him somewhere else.”

He eased open the sliding door at the back, glanced in the direction they’d come. No one else was with them.

“Of course she is, dumbass. She’s not going to lead him to you. Listen, I can create a high-pitched sound from her phone if that’d help.” Worry laced Harley’s words.

“Maybe. I’ll let you know if I need it. Going quiet,” he murmured as he stepped onto the dock. There was no good way to do this. He’d have to take the shot when he could see both of Cashe’s hands.

He needed to see that the weapon was turned away from Lana… It would only take a fraction of pressure to pull the trigger.

Sweat pooled down his spine as he hurried down the dock, closing the distance between them. They had their backs to him so he was able to move quickly. Cashe wasn’t looking around, wasn’t paying attention to his surroundings as he shoved Lana along.

“You’re hurting my arm,” Lana ground out.

“Good. Now which boat is it?” Cashe shoved her slightly and she stumbled.

Teague was barely ten feet away and moving in.

“Now,” Teague hissed to Harley, then shouted, “Drop!”

A piercing whistle sounded as Lana dove for the planks.

Cashe jerked and half turned in Teague’s direction—a pistol in his left hand.

Teague pulled the trigger without pause as he raced at them. Cashe stumbled backward under the impact, the bullet slamming into his shoulder. As he flipped back, Teague fired at center mass, two quick shots as Cashe splayed onto the deck, his weapon flying out of his hand. As it clattered onto the dock, Teague kicked it away, crouched over the man’s body and shot him once in the head for good measure. Bastard wasn’t getting up ever again.

Cashe stared sightlessly into the distance, a macabre figure.

Completely dismissing him, Teague moved to Lana, who was now sitting up, her eyes wide.

“I was going to try and escape by diving into the water,” she said, a sob breaking free. “But I hoped you’d see him and stop him.”

“Was he alone?” he asked quietly.

“Yeah. Just him,” she said on another sob.

Tucking his weapon away, he pulled her into his arms even as a couple people peeked out of their boats at them.

“Call the police,” he ordered to the first man he made eye contact with, a gray-haired man who’d cautiously stepped out of the back of his own forty-footer.

The man nodded and pulled a cell phone from his pocket even as Teague helped a crying Lana to her feet.

“Is she okay?” Harley demanded.

Fuck, he’d forgotten about her. “She’s good. I’ll call you back later. Thank you for your help,” he added before he pressed the end button on his earpiece. He felt a little bad for just hanging up so abruptly, but Lana needed him way more.

“Come on,” he murmured as he wrapped his arm around her shoulders, blocking her view of Cashe’s body as he guided her back to the boat. “He’s gone. Everything is going to be okay.”

“I shouldn’t have left like that,” she sobbed.

“It’s fine. Everything is fine now.” He was pissed she’d left, but he wasn’t going to say anything to her. She was dealing with enough. He kept his voice low, soothing, and once they were directly inside, he guided her to the couch, setting his weapon next to her. The cops were going to take it and he was definitely going to be brought down to the station to make a statement. He might have charges brought against him, but he doubted it. Right now he needed to focus on Lana, get her calm before the police arrived.

Teague cupped her cheeks and swiped away a few errant tears, sick that she’d gone through this. There was blood on the back of her pants but she didn’t appear to be hurt.

“The police are on their way—” He froze at the very distinctive sound of someone chambering a round behind him.

“Hands up, on your feet,” a man’s cold voice said.

Teague went rigid. Leon. Oooh, fuuuuck him. He should have been paying better attention to his surroundings.

“I’m lifting my hands, slowly,” he said, glancing down at his pistol on the couch. His body still blocked Lana and she followed his gaze, her dark eyes widening.

She blinked once as he started to raise his hands above his head.

“The police are on their way, Leon,” he said as he turned, faced the other man, keeping his body in front of Lana to try and shield her should the worst happen. The sliding door was still open, a breeze rippling in. Leon had on a ball cap and a light windbreaker over a T-shirt and jeans.

“I’m well aware.” He stood by the glass doors, his weapon held expertly in his hand. “You’re going to give me what Cashe came for. Then we’ll all walk away.”

Yeah, right. Leon wasn’t letting either of them walk away. “You sent someone to the house, to break in—to kill me.” It was a guess, but he was playing the odds now. And he needed to keep Leon talking.

“I’m tired of owing you favors,” Leon growled. “Tired of being in your pocket. I should have just done the job myself.”

Teague wasn’t going to comment on the fact that Leon had avoided jail because of him, because of the help he’d given Teague and his colleagues. “So…you’re here to kill me?” He kept his body firmly in front of Lana. He hoped she picked up the pistol, used it if she could.

“It’s not personal. Now enough talking,” he snapped. “I want everything you took from Cashe. Greedy bastard,” he muttered, shaking his head. “Got exactly what he deserved. He built his businesses on a stack of cards. Was so fucking greedy, always wanting more. Now. Give me what I want.”

“What do you think I took?” Teague asked, trying to stall.

“I saw you leaving the bank. I didn’t say anything to Cashe though. Apparently you’re working with the thief who robbed him.” A bit of admiration bled into Leon’s gaze. “Pretty slick, I’ve got to say. I didn’t expect you to be here. I followed Cashe when he slipped his cuffs and escaped the sheriff’s station. There was a big shit show down there and he used the distraction to escape. The man was a cockroach with a penchant for survival. I wasn’t sure what he was doing, but when he broke into Lana’s house, I figured it was the thief he’d been ranting about. Had no idea she’d lead me to you—so I’m killing two birds with one stone.”

No, you’re not.

“It’s in the kitchen,” Lana said quietly as she stood, moving up next to him.

No! He wanted to order her to stay quiet and behind him. She’d already had a weapon pointed at her once today and he had no idea if she had the weapon from the couch. He couldn’t look at her, couldn’t take his eyes off Leon.

“I’ll get it for you,” she continued, taking a step in that direction.

“No. You stay right where you are.” Leon’s voice held an angry edge. “You get it,” he ordered Teague, motioning his weapon toward the back of the room. “And keep your hands where I can see them.”

“I don’t have all of it here,” Lana said as Teague started moving through the living area to the kitchen. Everything was open so he could see Teague’s movements.

But Teague knew what Lana was doing—keeping Leon distracted.

“Only half of it,” she continued. “I’d never keep all of it in one place. But I can take you to it.”

“I’m getting a stack of the cash.” Teague moved slowly, reached into one of the kitchen cabinets, began to peel back the tape over the pistol he’d secured in place.

“You’re not taking me anywhere,” Leon snapped, his weapon on Lana.

Damn it. Teague needed the weapon off her. It wouldn’t take much for Leon to pull the trigger and Teague would never be able to save her.

“If you want that necklace, you’ll leave her here, alive, and I’ll take you to it. The thing is worth millions.” Teague wanted Leon’s focus on him.

Leon shifted focus to him then, just as Teague had wanted. “Fine. Now grab the cash.”

Lana moved quickly, smoothly, and pulled the pistol from under her sweater. Fired.

Glass shattered as Leon cursed, shot at him.

Teague ripped the pistol away from the cabinet, fired back as Leon steadied to take another shot.

Teague aimed at center mass, not missing at this range. Pop. Pop.

Even as Leon fell back, Teague raced at him, his only objective completely taking down his target.

Keeping Lana safe.

Everything else funneled out as he moved in on Leon, kicked the fallen pistol away into the disarray of glass littering the floor.

Leon’s eyes were wide as he took his last breath.

“Good riddance,” Teague muttered.

“Teague! You’re shot.” Suddenly Lana was in front of him as their surroundings slammed back into place.

“I’m fine—” He winced as the burst of adrenaline started to wear off. “Damn it,” he muttered as fire started to lick down his arm. He hadn’t even felt the impact. “I need you to listen. The cops are going to take both of us in. Do not say a word about what you took from Cashe. Ask to speak to an attorney and refuse to talk to anyone without one.” He set his weapon down, knowing the police were close.

The sirens were too loud for them not to be in the parking lot. He pulled out his phone, called Anson. As soon as his boss answered, he said, “Just killed Cashe in a public marina. And his head of security. Lana is with me. Cops are close. We both need an attorney to be waiting at the station for us.”

“Fuck!” Anson shouted, then hung up.

Okay, that was taken care of.

Lana had grabbed a towel from somewhere and started to wrap it around his arm to stanch the bleeding.

“Did you hear what I said?” he asked as she started to tighten the towel. He needed to know that she would be smart, take care of herself. Because they were about to be separated and he couldn’t protect her. Hell, he never should have let Leon get the drop on him. He’d castigate himself about that later. For now, he had to focus while he could still stand.

“Yes. Talk to no one without an attorney. Are you shot anywhere else?” She was scanning him both visually and with her fingers, in full-on nurse mode.

“No.” But he could hear bootsteps pounding down the dock. Law enforcement was here. “Keep your hands visible as we exit the boat. And don’t tell them anything,” he growled out even as a wave of pain swept through him.

Things were about to get very complicated unless Anson came through for him.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX



“Hey, Lana, what are you doing here?” Olive smiled from across the intake desk at the ER. “I thought you were taking some time off.”

“I am still on break, but my fiancé was brought in earlier. A gunshot wound. I’m here to see him.” She was going to lie her ass off and say he was her fiancé because she knew it would get her past any sticklers. Not that she actually expected it since she had a good relationship with the hospital and knew so many nurses and doctors and other staff.

Lana had been at the police station for hours—and there had been an attorney waiting there for her, as Teague had asked of his boss. She answered most of their questions, feigning surprise about Cashe kidnapping her and trying to kill her. Though she’d heavily hinted that he might have had something to do with her mom’s murder so maybe that was why he’d kidnapped her. She hadn’t known who Leon was at all so she hadn’t had to lie about that guy. She’d been honest that he’d come at them with a gun, demanding money. But the detective assigned to the shit show from the marina had still asked a lot of questions. Eventually a female FBI agent had come into the room and told her she could go. Just like that, the agent had told Lana to go see Teague at the hospital.

Olive’s eyes widened as she nodded, but she immediately turned to her computer. “I’m so sorry. What’s his name?”

After Lana relayed Teague’s information, Olive gave her a visitor’s badge and told her what room. Since she was familiar with the layout of the hospital, it didn’t take her long to find it. The fact that he wasn’t still in surgery was a good sign. And he wasn’t in a specialty recovery unit so that was doubly good. She had absolutely no information at this point and his phone had kept going to voicemail.

She didn’t bother knocking, just entered his room—and stopped short to see two men she didn’t know standing next to Teague’s bed, talking to him.

Even though he was lying in a hospital bed, Teague’s blue eyes lit up when he saw her. “You’re here,” he rasped out. “These are my friends,” he murmured.

Lana had been worried about him the entire time she’d answered questions at the station, so she’d caught a ride with her attorney—who’d been so warm and kind to her through the whole process. But he’d been a shark to everyone else. She was glad Teague had friends with him. “Of course I’m here.”

She hurried to his side, giving the two random men a wide berth. Friendly or not, they looked like they were part of a biker gang, with tatted-up arms, big beards, and serial killer faces.

“How are you? What happened?” Maybe she should ask for the names of his friends, but she didn’t care about them right now. She only cared about Teague. She cupped the side of his face, hating the tubes coming out of him. She swallowed hard as she looked into his eyes—she could have lost him. And she’d been too afraid to tell him she loved him.

“Great. Just a graze. He barely nicked me. I’d leave tonight if they’d let me.”

One of the men snorted.

She agreed with his response even as relief slammed into her. A graze meant no nerve damage, just soft tissue. He’d heal from that just fine. “Well, you’re just going to stay put until the hospital releases you.”

“Only if you stay,” he murmured, his eyes getting heavy with sleep for a moment.

“I’m not going anywhere.” Never.

“I love you, Lana.” His eyelids dipped even lower as the meds kicked in, and in moments he was breathing steadily, out to the world.

Tears pricked her eyes and she tried to blink them away, but even more came. “I love you too,” she whispered, hating their audience. Hating all of this. But she turned to them. “Who are you two?”

“We work with Teague,” the one with the slightly shorter beard—his was red, the other guy’s was brown—answered.

“Is one of you Anson?”

Red Beard shook his head. Brown Beard just shoved his hands in his pockets.

“Have you been with him the whole time?” she asked.

Red Beard nodded. Brown Beard just sat there in stony silence.

She closed her eyes, took in a big breath. Her adrenaline had crashed hours ago and pure exhaustion was pushing in now, dragging her under. She was close to passing out herself. She’d be sleeping on that bench by the window soon. “Do you guys know Anson, then?”

“Yep,” said Red Beard. Neither of them were apparently going to tell her their names.

“Okay, I’m going to need more than one-word answers.”

Red Beard cleared his throat. “Sorry, we’re just waiting for…” He trailed off as the door opened and a slender man with salt-and-pepper hair, dark eyes, and a kind of forgettable face stepped inside. “Hey, boss.”

Lana stared at the man. “You’re Anson?”

“Yes, ma’am.” He looked at the two men. “One of you stand post outside. The other, grab her a cot, a blanket and a pillow. And a change of clothes, scrubs or something. Or grab something from the gift shop. Then you both stay put until tomorrow—until you hear from me.”

They both nodded and filed out in quick formation.

As soon as the door shut behind them, Anson stood at the end of the bed, watched Teague with an inscrutable expression. “He’ll likely be home in a couple days,” he said finally, looking at her. “I heard it was just a graze so I expect you’ll be staying with him until he’s discharged?”

“Yes. And after.” She’d be taking care of him until he was well enough to move around on his own. And after that. How about forever.

He made a soft hmming sound, then strode to the tinted window that overlooked the parking lot. “You won’t have to deal with law enforcement again. Or not much anyway. The Feds have taken over everything and the agent in charge might reach out, but they don’t care about Cashe’s death. They’re too busy ripping apart his illegal adoption ring. It’s a big case, a good bust. Thank you for handing over the laptop.”

She didn’t respond to that, didn’t think she should outright admit she’d been the one to take it. “Thank you for the attorney,” she said instead. She kept Teague’s hand in hers, squeezed it even though he was sleeping. She needed to find his doctor, get an update on what he’d be looking at for recovery, but she’d been so desperate to get to him. “It made things a lot more bearable.”

Anson simply nodded as he turned back to her, pinned her with dark green eyes. She realized that his face might be forgettable but his eyes were kinda scary. The two serial killers out in the hall had nothing on him.

“You like nursing?” he asked.

The question was so random, she blinked. “Uh…”

Teague squeezed her hand, making her snap her gaze back to his. He didn’t open his eyes, but he growled, “Don’t fucking ask her.”

“What…”

“He’s gonna offer you a job. And then I’m gonna kill him,” he rasped out.

She looked back at the older man, eyebrows raised.

Anson lifted a shoulder, a small smile tugging at his lips. “I knew you weren’t asleep.” He nodded once at Lana, then looked at Teague, who hadn’t opened his eyes. “I’ll see you in the morning. Get some sleep and try not to get shot again.”

Once the door shut behind him, Teague cracked open his eyes. “Are you okay?” he asked, eyeing her critically. “The cops didn’t bother you or—”

“Oh my God, I’m fine. You were shot.” And just the thought of that filled her with more distress. “I could have lost you and I never got to tell you I love you. I was such a fool. I love you, Teague, more than anything.” She wanted to say the words over and over to him.

He grinned, lifting his non-bandaged arm, cupping her cheek oh so softly. “First, I wasn’t shot. I was grazed. No nerve damage, just a bit of pain. And right now I need to talk and I need you to listen, okay?” When she nodded, he continued. “We’ve established that I love you. And I’m very likely going to quit my job or cut way the hell back—after I heal—and you’re going to deal with that. I won’t regret quitting my job because I fucking love you. I want to put down roots with you, build a real life together. I knew it back when I met you and it scared the hell out of me. I should have made a move long before I did, not right before a mission. I think I was scared then, scared that if you rejected me, I’d have no way to deal with it. But I’m sure enough for the both of us if—”

“I’m sure too. I know I freaked out before, but after everything that happened I’ve had a serious moment of clarity. I want everything with you.” The word “everything” pretty much encompassed her feelings. “I’m head over heels in love with you, Teague.”

“Good,” he murmured. His eyes started to drift slightly and she didn’t think he was faking this time.

“Get some sleep,” she murmured. “I’ll be here when you wake up. We’ll talk more then.”

He nodded, tried to lean up to her so she bent down, brushed her lips over his.

“Sleep,” she whispered against them.

And he did.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN



Four days later

“Glad to see you’re doing okay,” Special Agent Valeria Martinez said as she sat across from Teague and Lana in the house he’d rented.

Lana hadn’t wanted to go back to her place and Teague hadn’t blamed her. Plus his rental was a bit bigger, which made moving around easier. And it had a pool, and as soon as he was able, he was taking advantage of it. But not before he took advantage of Lana’s body. Over and over. He was counting down the seconds.

“Just a scratch,” he murmured, hiding a wince as he shifted against the couch. He’d had a chunk of his arm ripped off from the graze, which was a miracle. He was on antibiotics to stave off infection and he’d be going back in to see the doctor in a couple weeks for a checkup. “So what can we do for you?”

Lana was snuggled up against him on his good side, and she’d been mostly quiet since the agent had arrived.

“Actually I was hoping to give you answers,” she said, looking at Lana. “Both of you. I figured you might have some questions and you were both instrumental in helping us bring down such a huge illegal adoption ring.”

“Oh…” Lana cleared her throat, glanced at Teague first before focusing on the special agent. She’d been careful about not outright admitting anything she’d had to do with Cashe—nothing about robbing his house, condo or his safety-deposit box. But he knew she had questions. “I’ve gathered that my mom worked for you guys, so…” She cleared her throat again. “I guess, ah, Special Agent—”

“Just call me Val.”

“Okay, Val. We’ve seen on the news about all the arrests, but I’m curious about my mom’s case. Will it be reopened?”

“Yes and no. We’ve got someone talking to her killer and I think we’ll get a confession about Cashe’s role in the whole thing soon. She was very brave,” Val added, her expression softening. “She came to us, desperate to bring down Cashe’s adoption ring. And if I were in your shoes, I’d probably wonder why my mom didn’t tell me about any of it. The answer is she wanted to keep you safe, simple as that. She loved you very much, which I know you know.”

“How exactly did Cashe escape?” Teague asked. He’d already questioned Anson about it and he hadn’t known.

Val’s expression went dry. “There was a fuckup when he was being transferred into our custody, and neither the sheriff’s office nor my department is claiming responsibility. There’s currently an internal investigation going on—I think he might have paid one of the deputies to allow him to slip his cuffs. And that is off the record. We’ll know soon enough.” She looked at Lana again. “I want to personally thank you for your role in helping bring Cashe to justice. And I know you won’t admit to taking his laptop, but…the information on it ended up giving us way more than we’d originally suspected.”

“I saw a couple judges have been arrested.”

“Oh yeah. And there’s more to come. Most of these women were told their babies died not long after birth. They were all given ‘emergency’ C-sections and too drugged up. Only a small handful were paid to give up their babies. When the doctor in charge realized how much they could save by stealing the babies instead of paying the mothers, they simply started lying to the mothers.” Disgust filled her expression as she shook her head. “There’s a lot to unravel, and it’s going to take a long time to set things straight.”

Damn. Teague was glad that wasn’t his circus to deal with, but at least Lana was getting justice. And he really hoped that every mom who’d had their child stolen would be reunited with them. It took a special kind of monster to do what Cashe and his people had done.

And all for money.

Once Val was gone, Lana snuggled up against him again. “How are you, really?” Teague asked her, wanting to know how she was processing everything. The last week had been a lot for anyone.

She shifted so she could look at him. “Everything is a bit shocking. Okay, a lot shocking. But the man who killed my mom is in jail, and the one who ordered it is dead. I have a sense of closure. I…might talk to someone later, but right now I think I’m okay. Mainly because I have you.”

Her words hit him right in the chest. He’d never imagined a woman like her even existed and now he couldn’t imagine his world without her in it.

Seemingly oblivious to the effect her words had just had on him, she pushed off the couch. “So are you thinking comedy or action?”

How was she even thinking about movies right now? “I’m thinking naked time in our bed.”

She stared down at him, her expression pure shock. “What?”

“I’m tired of not being able to touch you.” He realized he sounded petulant, and didn’t care. He wanted her naked body pressed against his.

Lana shook her head at him, the shock not fading. “You’re out of your mind. You’re not cleared to do anything strenuous for ages.”

He just had until his next checkup, but he was fine. “I can just lie back while you do dirty stuff to me,” he murmured, his gaze falling to her mouth. “Or you can ride my face until you come. How about both?” Yeah, he liked the sound of that.

She let out a startled laugh, as if he was joking. “We’ll see. Maybe tomorrow. Until then, it’s time for your medicine.”

“I’m done with pain pills.” She frowned at him, but he shook his head. “I’ve already been weaning off them. I’m fine.”

“Okay… But if you think you need something, tell me. I don’t want you playing all macho if you’re going to be in unbearable pain.”

He didn’t like the way the drugs dulled his senses. Realistically he knew they weren’t in any more danger. Leon had been the one to send that guy after Teague at the safe house. He’d tracked one of Teague’s burners. Leon hated answering to him, had hated giving him favors. And he’d been skimming off Cashe, making his plan to eventually rip him off in a huge way and leave town for good. Then the Feds had scooped up Cashe and thrown a wrench into Leon’s plans. He’d wanted to make a clean cut from everything in his life, including his link to Teague. It had cost him his life. If he’d just disappeared, Teague wouldn’t have gone after him.

None of which Teague cared about now, because Lana was with him. “I am in unbearable pain,” he murmured, guiding her hand right over his growing erection. “Right here.”

Her eyes widened slightly but she leaned in, brushed her lips over his. “You’re incorrigible.”

“You love it.”

“True,” she murmured, slightly deepening the kiss but only for a moment. Then she pulled back and stood, giving him an impish smile. “I’m making you tea and then we’re watching a movie. Then we’re going to bed. With no funny business.”

Yeah, they’d just see about that.

He was ready for a lifetime of “funny business” with her. As soon as he was well enough to do everything on his own, he was proposing. No way he was waiting long to lock her down, claim her for forever.


EPILOGUE



Four months later

“So is today everything you’d hoped for?” Teague held Lana close as they danced under strings of sparkling lights, his voice a deep rumble surrounding her. They’d opted for an evening wedding and she was so glad. Everything felt magical.

Though she wished they didn’t have an audience at the moment because she wanted to strip him out of his tuxedo and have her way with him. “I never even thought about weddings…until you. And yes, it’s better actually.” She looked out at the expanse of people, surprised by how many had ended up coming. A multitude of conversations filled the air, with laughter ringing out often from different groups.

They’d invited some of Lana’s friends from the hospital—where she now had a full-time job she loved—and a bunch of Teague’s friends. Some former military buddies, some friends from his former job, and some from his new job with Red Stone Security. He was working in one of their newer divisions—Grant was his boss. Though he hadn’t been there long so it was just a handful of Red Stone people at their wedding. Even Anson had come, though he was still salty that Teague had left him for Red Stone.

Of course Belle’s huge family was here too. Her mother, Eirene, had insisted on hosting the reception in her backyard—which was an acre big, so they’d had no problem accommodating everyone. And Eirene could be pushy when she wanted. Lana and Teague had looked into renting a place, but she loved the idea of having the reception with her adopted family.

And that was what Belle’s family had become.

“This is kind of amazing, huh?” He seemed almost stunned by it. He’d grown up without a family and now they’d created something special together. They’d started adding so many people to their circle.

They were in the beginning chapters of their new life but Lana knew that the two of them were going to write an incredible story. Their first chapter had certainly started off with a bang. Hopefully things would never be that intense again. “It really is. And from the looks of it, Harley’s gonna be walking down the aisle soon too.”

Teague just snorted and shook his head. “She’s a mess.”

That wasn’t an accurate description of the tall bombshell—who was currently dating one of Belle’s cousins. And by the looks of the two women on the dance floor, things were very hot and heavy. They weren’t kissing or anything, but the way they looked at each other…major sparks. “She already told me she’s going to marry her,” Lana said with a laugh.

Teague laughed. “I still can’t believe you asked her to be a bridesmaid.”

“She helped save my life.” And they’d become real friends the last few months. Lana had asked Harley and Belle to be her bridesmaids. She’d only been nervous about Belle’s answer since she sort of hero-worshipped the woman. But Belle had been thrilled, and her oldest girls had been the flower girls. “And you asked serial killers to be your best men. So.”

He let out another burst of laughter, which she found he did more and more. “I still can’t believe you think Aiden and Ewan look intimidating.”

“I’m just messing with you.” She’d gotten to know Aiden and Ewan in the last couple months, the two men who’d been in Teague’s hospital room that awful day four months ago. They were his two closest friends and she really did adore them both now.

Teague spun her once, drawing all her attention back to him, before he pulled her tight to him and brushed his lips over hers oh so gently. “I wish we could get out of here,” he murmured.

“Well, we have already cut the cake.” And they’d done all the traditional wedding things required—by Eirene. But Lana was enjoying herself. She only planned on getting married once and wanted to remember everything about this day, soak it all up. She’d even worn her family’s heirloom necklace—the beautiful blue diamond in the middle a match for Teague’s eyes. Most people thought it was costume jewelry and she was letting them think that.

“We’re not leaving,” he said with a wicked grin, as if he’d read her mind. Or maybe her expression. “Soon though.” And his words held a wicked, wicked promise that sent heat pooling between her legs.

Some days it was hard to believe where she was. She’d grown up traveling all over the world, her upbringing unconventional to say the least. Now she had firm roots, people she loved and who loved her. And a man who’d do anything for her—and vice versa. Having so many people in her life was a novel thing, and she was enjoying every second of it.

She would never take any of this for granted. Especially not her husband, who’d changed her whole world.
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