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      Miles Frasier, US Marshals Service agent extraordinaire. Amateur funny man who takes nothing seriously.

      Except the job.

      He also lives vicariously through other people’s relationships, because having one of his own would be too much work. And probably not very funny.

      All that aside, Miles has been hanging out in Dallas for the past month, pursuing a dangerous white-collar criminal as a favor for the FBI. And just as he’s finally about to nab his suspect, a woman steps into the fray, like a freaking angel.

      Or, more accurately, a pain in his ass.

      Thea Haslett saw something she shouldn’t have, and now Miles’s perp wants her dead.

      Looks like Miles is reverting back to his US Marshals responsibilities and protecting the witness.

      Hopefully, without falling for her in the process.
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      “Thea! Come to the bar with us!”

      Thea Haslett grimaced as she froze in place, mere steps from the elevator bank.

      Hell, it wasn’t even steps, plural. All she had to do was slide her foot forward maybe six inches and she’d be at the corner, able to duck out of sight from all the salespeople hanging out at the hotel bar.

      Except it would take the elevator too damn long to open and swallow her up, and she could hear the hurried tap, tap, tap that signaled her coworker, Krista Gaines, was heading her way. Krista favored heels so spindly and high, Thea wondered how she hadn’t ever broken an ankle.

      Krista reached her, hooked her arm through the crook of Thea’s elbow, and twirled her around like they were dancing.

      “What are you doing?” the overly tall woman demanded.

      In any given month, either Thea or Krista was announced as the top salesperson at one of the most lucrative wholesale pharmaceutical distributors in the country. It had been that way for five years. They were both excellent at their jobs and both aggressively competitive, and they both kept the cattiness to a minimum. Most of the time.

      Thea gave a longing look toward the elevator button. “I was heading upstairs.”

      “To bed?” Krista made it sound like Thea was volunteering to head off to the gallows.

      “We have an early start tomorrow.” Thea knew it was lame. Krista knew it was lame.

      Everybody knew it was lame.

      Sure, they did have an early day tomorrow, but this was a sales convention, and what did salespeople do at conventions? A whole lot of learning and even more drinking and bragging about their latest and greatest closed deals.

      The sun hadn’t even set yet, for chrissakes.

      Krista glanced over her shoulder at the cluster of their coworkers bellied up to the bar, chatting up the bartender, who was handing out lime-green shots.

      “You can just ignore him.”

      Krista wasn’t talking about the bartender.

      She was talking about Calvin Cornwall. Cal to his buddies and lovers and anybody he was trying to butter up. The third best salesperson in their company.

      Five months ago, Thea had committed a cardinal sin. She’d slept with a coworker.

      Cal.

      Three weeks ago, Thea found out that Cal had a live-in girlfriend who had recently been boosted to fiancée status.

      That certainly explained why she’d never once been to the man’s house. Or met anyone in his family. Or any friends, other than their coworkers.

      When Thea confronted him, he implied without actually saying it that he and the girlfriend had been broken up while he and Thea dated.

      Rather, while he and Thea fucked.

      Considering the sext conversation she found on his phone, Thea didn’t buy his excuse.

      Neither did any of their coworkers, as it turned out. The difference between them and Thea, however, was they all pretended to believe Cal because otherwise the whole debacle would be awkward as hell for everyone, not just for her.

      “He’s a douche,” Krista tried again. “We all know it.”

      “Yeah, and no one acknowledges it to his face.”

      That was the shittiest aspect of the whole thing. Not that she’d been banging a guy who lived a double life. Not that she’d maybe been on the verge of catching feelings for the guy. Not that she was embarrassed over the whole thing.

      Not that his fiancée also was turning a blind eye, refusing to acknowledge that the guy she was planning to marry had cheated on her as recently as the day everything came to light.

      None of that was as shitty as the fact that nearly all of Thea’s coworkers knew what went down, and while they insisted they were sympathetic to her being blindsided by the revelation, they all continued to treat Cal exactly the same way they’d treated him before they found out he was a cheating loser.

      The only one who didn’t continue to treat Cal like a bro was Glenn the tech guy. No, that wasn’t entirely accurate. Glenn and Cal had had a contentious relationship for as long as Thea worked with them, so truthfully, nothing had changed between them since it was revealed that Cal was a cheating loser.

      Thea was so uncomfortable with the entire situation that she’d started avoiding hanging out with the people she’d worked with for the past five years. The people who, before this fiasco, she would have said were like family.

      Then again, her biological family had issues too. Her sister was in the middle of a messy divorce courtesy of cheating on her husband. The kids were siding with their dad. Thea’s parents insisted they were keeping an open mind.

      Jesus. Was this just a thing? Were all adults the same?

      What a depressing thought.

      “Come on, Thea,” Krista wheedled. “Bygones and all that.”

      “Yeah, I’m not there yet.” It felt good to stand her ground, to be honest. “I’m going upstairs. I’ll see you in the morning.”

      Krista’s face crumpled, and Thea thought she was about to try again, but then a cheer went up from the bar, and everybody knew Krista was a party girl.

      “Have fun,” Thea said, knowing damn well she’d won.

      But had she, really?

      “Thea…”

      She patted Krista’s arm. “Seriously. Go. I’m good. Tomorrow night, I’ll drink you all under the table.”

      She’d come up with another excuse tomorrow and they both knew it, but Krista really wanted to get back to that party, and Thea was giving her the out she needed.

      “You’re sure?”

      “Positive.”

      Indicative of the tenaciousness that had scored her so many new accounts, Krista opened her mouth to argue again.

      “Go.” Thea pointed. “Now.”

      Finally, Krista teetered away on her stilettos. Thea watched her go, lifting her gaze at exactly the wrong moment, catching the eye of Cal the Cheater, who had the audacity to waggle his brows and wink at her.

      She wished she could punch the asshole. And suddenly, retreating to her hotel room like a dog with her tail between her legs was the very last thing Thea wanted to do. Well, second to last, because she still wasn’t going anywhere near that party happening in the bar.

      Instead, she turned away from the elevators and stalked across the hall to the nearest exit, which put her out onto the flagstone path that wrapped around the hotel’s banquet area.

      There were people to her left, some seated, some standing in clusters, vaping or chatting or scrolling on their phones. To her right was the hotel pool. She could hear splashing and the gleeful squeals of children embracing summer with a vengeance.

      She needed to not be with people right now but not trapped within the confining space of a hotel room either, so she lurched forward, hurrying down the path.

      She’d do a lap around the hotel.

      She just needed a few moments to cool off, get her head on straight. A quick walk and she’d slip back in through the main entrance, stop at the little market next to the front desk and purchase a bottle of mediocre wine at a top-tier price, then she’d be ready to hang out in her hotel room alone.

      The path, she discovered a few moments later, did not wrap around the hotel. Instead, it led to a boardwalk that ran along both sides of a manmade river that snaked through a cluster of other hotels, office buildings, and restaurants.

      Trees lined the bank between the boardwalk and the water, providing shade, which was handy given they were in Dallas in June and the stifling temperature probably wouldn’t dip below seventy even at night until, oh, November. Canada geese and ducks meandered through the water, occasionally diving below the surface for whatever goodies were down there.

      Quaint cement and stone bridges crossed over the river every dozen or so yards, making it easy for hotel guests to get to wherever they were supposed to be in this fair city.

      She could hear music pumping from the other end of the walkway, where a row of restaurants catered to business travelers and the employees who worked in the nearby cluster of office buildings. Sounded like one of the restaurants was hosting a live band tonight. Thea was mildly surprised that her merry crew of coworkers hadn’t chosen that locale over the hotel bar.

      Then again, it was still early.

      Shaking her head, she continued wandering, occasionally crossing a bridge, walking a few more steps, and crossing back again, all while not doing a very good job of clearing her head so she could return to the hotel with her dignity intact.

      Damn it, none of this was her fault. She wasn’t the one who cheated. Hell, she hadn’t had a freaking clue until Cal made a weird comment, and then he’d received a text and had gotten all secretive about it. Only then had Thea snatched his phone from his hands and stared in horror at the sext string he’d had going with the fiancée she hadn’t know existed—a conversation that abruptly ended about fifteen minutes before Thea and Cal banged and then started up again at approximately the moment Thea climbed out of bed and stepped into the bathroom to pee.

      The light bulb had flashed on over her head, and Thea finally understood why they had never, ever, not once gone to Cal’s place to get it on. Or even to just hang out—not that they’d done much of that outside of work-related situations.

      Yet another clue she’d missed, frankly. She’d thought there was something special blooming between her and Cal, when Cal was just looking for a side piece.

      A fact he’d attempted to deny, even as Thea read the words on his phone: Hurry home, Cal, baby.

      His fiancée had also mentioned some new red lacy outfit and edible lube, in case Thea hadn’t been clear on why she wanted him to hurry home.

      And, shit, this train of thought was doing absolutely nothing to calm her down, and oh, great, she’d managed to wander away from the river and was now standing in front of an office building.

      It was designed almost entirely of reflective glass and was at least twice as tall as the hotel she was staying in. A circle drive made from brick pavers wrapped around a live oak with sprawling limbs. A wooden bench sat at the base of the tree, beckoning travelers who were weary from the ten steps it took to access it from the front entrance—or maybe from the hotel across the river.

      Thea wasn’t weary, but that bench really did look inviting, and honestly, she wasn’t anywhere near ready to return to the hotel.

      She sank onto the slightly clammy wooden slates, crossed one knee over the other, and studied the building’s entrance in an attempt to distract herself.

      Two huge pots filled with white flowers flanked the double doors. Crepe myrtle trees, covered in pink blooms, sprouted next to each planter.

      She was busy studying the silver door handles when headlights flashed across her line of vision, startling her into the realization that dusk had fallen.

      Who knew staring at door handles could kill so much time?

      A dark colored SUV drove behind her on the circle drive, coming to a stop next to the bench. The driver climbed out and strode toward the building, leaving the vehicle running.

      Clearly, they weren’t worried that the woman seated on the bench might steal their car. Or maybe they didn’t realize she was there. It was dusk, and she had to be at least partially obscured by the sprawling branches of the tree at her back. Not to mention, this person was clearly on a mission with the way they strode so purposefully toward the building entrance.

      Since it was fast getting dark, Thea figured she probably ought to head back to her hotel. But before she could push off the bench, the person came out of the building. She had a clear enough view to see that it was a man and he had a leather satchel hanging from his right shoulder.

      For a moment, he was illuminated by a streetlamp. He was fit, a white man, with short dark hair. He wore a bowling shirt and shorts and tan loafers.

      He strode with the same sense of purpose toward the SUV. Thea assumed he’d climb into the driver’s seat and pull away, but suddenly, he reappeared in front of the hood, as if he’d just walked backward so he could get a better look at her.

      And boy, was he looking. Staring as if he couldn’t believe she was sitting there. Surely, it wasn’t that unusual for a woman dressed in business casual clothes to be seated on this bench shortly after dark on a Tuesday evening.

      She patted her hair. Had it started to frizz, courtesy of the heat and humidity?

      He took a step toward her while reaching for something with his left hand, but the flash of another set of headlights grabbed his attention. He paused, glancing toward the winding road that fed into this little complex from the highway.

      The headlights flicked off.

      That was weird.

      Thea glanced to her right, could just make out a truck driving their way. When she turned back to the man, he had disappeared from her sight. A scant moment later, the SUV lurched away, tires squealing as he pressed too hard on the gas.

      The vehicle careened toward the truck like it was playing chicken, and holy shit, they were about to collide—but the SUV swerved at the last moment, driving on the grass and over bushes as it edged around the truck and stormed down the road.

      The truck’s lights flared to life, and the driver punched the gas while turning the wheel. The headlights dragged over Thea, who had stood up to watch the show.

      The truck came to an abrupt stop. The door swung open, and a man hopped down onto the cobblestones. Thea watched as he stalked toward her, his gaze never wavering.

      The sun had dropped well below the horizon by now, but she still took in shaggy dark hair, full lips, thick stubble, and a narrow, straight nose. He was lean yet muscular, judging by the silhouette she could see and the quickness with which he made it from his truck to her.

      “Did you see him?” the guy barked. From this close, she could see that he wore a dark T-shirt with a silver chain around his neck. A tattoo crawled down his left arm. He had on jeans and hiking boots and a hell of a scowl.

      “Is this your typical greeting when you meet strangers on the street?” she asked.

      He blinked like he didn’t quite understand her question.

      “Did you see him?” he repeated, a growl in his voice.

      “See who?” she asked faux sweetly.

      “Lady, I don’t have time for your bullshit. The guy who just drove away. Did you see him?”

      “Why are you so concerned with whether I saw him?”

      “Because if you did, he’s going to kill you.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      Miles wished he could see the funny in his current situation. Funny was his MO, after all. Even in the middle of a case, he could often find the perfect opportunity to crack a joke.

      Usually a bawdy one.

      But shit. He’d been a hairsbreadth away from nabbing the criminal he’d been tracking for months.

      In other words, too goddamn long.

      His nerves were shot and his temper was short and he had zero capacity for being anything other than curt at the moment.

      “Excuse me?” the woman said, resting her hand on the hip she’d just cocked.

      Probably thinking about her hips and the word cock was not remotely professional right now, but honestly, it was hard not to.

      Hard.

      Ah, there was his handy—and yes, inappropriate—sense of humor. Probably a reaction to the fact that he was here staring at a far too attractive woman who was not at all freaking out over his statement.

      Was that because she hadn’t seen Vince Newcastle, so he had nothing to worry about?

      She had smooth, fiery red hair draping halfway down her back, lightly tanned skin, and dainty features. She had a dainty body, too, he noted after a far too quick perusal.

      He’d rather take his time cataloging all the details he could see, but he wasn’t that much of a dog—sometimes—and he did have a case to get back to. Although, if she did see Newcastle, that definitely changed the perimeters of the situation.

      Until this moment, he’d been assisting the FBI with tracking down one of their most wanted white-collar criminals. But if she saw something she shouldn’t have, he would have to switch to his US Marshals hat and protect the witness instead.

      Sighing, he tugged up the hem of his T-shirt so she could see the badge affixed to his belt. Her eyes widened as they zoned in on the little metal assurance that he was one of the good guys.

      “Does that say US Marshals Service?”

      “It does. Now, maybe you can finally answer my question?”

      “Like that series, Justified?” she asked.

      He sighed again. He couldn’t recall having met a single person in the last ten years who hadn’t referred to his job as just like that series, Justified.

      “Why do you think that guy’s going to kill me?” she asked without waiting for a response he wouldn’t have given anyway.

      “So you did see him.” Shit. Game changer. And absolutely not what he needed right now.

      This case had been messy from the beginning, with all the different law enforcement entities fighting over jurisdiction. Local police, FBI, US Marshals Service—hell, for a minute even the CIA had considered throwing their hat into the ring.

      If he were being honest with himself, he should have seen something like this coming. The perp had the history, after all.

      Even if nothing on paper said so.

      Miles quickly took in their surroundings. A corporate area, with a hotel behind the mirrored building and a cement structure where locals parked so they could hang out at the handful of restaurants a few paces away. Considering this woman was alone and wasn’t carrying a purse, he wagered a guess that she was staying at the hotel.

      “Come on, let’s go somewhere more private to talk.”

      Her eyes flared. Pretty. Surrounded by thick lashes. Darker brown than his own. More like chocolate, whereas women liked to compare his to the whiskey in their glass.

      “I didn’t come out here looking for a hookup,” she said, all defensive like. Probably because she got hit on all the time, whether she wanted the attention be damned.

      “Good to know. Now, hop in the truck and we’ll drive around to the hotel parking lot. I need to report in to my superior, and you need to get off the street.”

      Based on past experience, Newcastle wouldn’t make a move while Miles was here. But he was spooked this time, fully aware that the feds were breathing down his neck, and fear made people do dumb things. Not to mention, the only witness to his crimes wasn’t dead.

      Yet.

      Miles intended to keep it that way.

      The woman crossed her arms, that sexy hip still cocked.

      Seriously, he needed to stop thinking words like sexy and cock.

      “I’m going to need a whole lot more detail before I go anywhere with you. I don’t even know your name.”

      “But you do know that I’m a US Marshals agent, so how about you pretend I’m arresting you and just do as you’re told.”

      “Is that even a thing? And by the way, I’m not very good at doing as I’m told.”

      Miles snorted, bit back a snarky retort, and stalked closer. Her eyes widened again before she started scurrying backward. Except she wasn’t paying any attention and was about to slam her heel into that curb.

      He pulled her to a stop before she could injure herself. Her chest rose and fell rapidly, and damn, wouldn’t it be nice if that were a result of his touch in a sexual way instead of a fearful way?

      “What’s your name?” he barked, his hand still clamped around her bicep. A bicep that had a nice firm curve, by the way.

      “Thea,” she blurted.

      “What are you doing here, Thea?”

      “I’m here for a sales convention. Staying in the hotel over…” She twisted her head to and fro, clearly unsure of where her hotel was in proximity to this location.

      So, she’d just been wandering around and lost track of where she was going? At least he could be reasonably confident she wasn’t Newcastle’s accomplice.

      Of course, Miles already knew that. Newcastle worked alone. Accomplices—unwitting as they were—were witnesses, and Newcastle never left witnesses alive.

      Newcastle cleaned up his messes better than the cleaning crew after a bachelor party at a high-end hotel in Vegas.

      “It’s behind you,” he informed her. “Now, listen carefully, Thea. My name is Miles Frasier. I am working with the FBI on a case involving that man you saw—who I’m guessing saw you too.”

      He waited a beat for her nod.

      “That man is a highly dangerous criminal who has spent a lot of time on multiple most wanted lists. He’s stolen an obscene amount of money from a whole lot of different corporations, and while he’s cleaned up his tracks far too well, he’s killed a few people along the way. Pretty much anyone who has ever been able to ID him. Which means you are not safe standing out here alone.”

      It was way more information than he should have given her, but he needed her to understand the direness of her current situation. Current as in, from now until Newcastle was caught.

      He decided to hold back that bit. Get her on board first, then drop the bomb.

      “Fine,” she said, turning away from him. “I’ll go back to my hotel, and I won’t come over here again.”

      Since his hand was still wrapped around her arm, she wasn’t going anywhere fast. She tossed him a scowl.

      “Clearly, you are missing the fact that your life is in danger,” he said in his most condescending tone.

      She responded by
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