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“How do you have any personal connection to Marcus Antius?”

“I don’t.” She was enjoying herself, if that small smile curving her lush lips was any indication. “And don’t go accusing me of going back on our deal,” she warned when he started to speak again. “You’re the one who offered the terms. You’re the one who assumed I was here on behalf of the ATF. I just didn’t correct you. So. Thanks for the information.” She gestured to the door. “I’ll be going now.”

“Now hang on—” He grabbed her arm again, but this time she was ready for him. She twisted instantly, whipping her arm around his and grabbing hold of his wrist before she shoved him away.

“Don’t.” The word whipped out of her mouth like a lash. “You hold no high ground, Javi. Not in any way, shape or form. Don’t think for a second that you do. And you certainly lost any right to touch me when you threw me away with your career. Do not do it again.”

She shoved open the door and walked out.






Dear Reader,

ATF agent Javi Perez has been lurking in my mind ever since he walked onto the page in Prison Break Hostage. There was so much more I wanted to know about this intense agent with lead hero potential. I knew he had secrets. Specializing in extremely dangerous undercover assignments, he couldn’t possibly make for good relationship potential. But there had to be someone. Someone he had to lie to in order to get his job done. Someone he still loves to this day.

Enter ATF agent Regan McKenna. She and Javi were partners for a short time and lovers a bit longer, but his betrayal of the badge broke her heart and nearly destroyed her career. Part of her never wanted to believe Javi was a dirty agent. She’s about to have that faith tested as working together becomes a necessity.

I love second-chance romances, and Javi and Regan fit the bill. They’re definitely going to work for their happily-ever-after, but you know what they say: Love is sweeter the second time around.
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Happy reading,
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PROLOGUE

“Something’s wrong.” Undercover ATF Agent Regan McKenna pressed her hand against the cabin wall of the outdated twin-prop cargo plane as it banked heavily to the left. From less than ten thousand feet up, she looked through the grimy window as the ground tilted away from her view. They were an hour out of Campeche, Mexico. They should have at least caught a glimpse of southern Texas by now. Their planned arrival was set for an abandoned airfield near Brownsville, where backup would be waiting to take the cargo, and everyone else on board, into custody.

Yet the creeping feeling they were not where they were supposed to be prickled the back of Regan’s neck. Yeah… She inwardly flinched. Something was definitely wrong.

“Don’t ignore your gut,” she murmured to herself. It was one of the many McKenna family mantras. She swallowed hard. There was no indication of any towns, no power grids, and definitely no ATF backup waiting for their arrival. Never-ending canyons stretched into the horizon, eroding her remaining hope of reaching the Rio Grande.

Regan shifted slightly. The heavy stench of jet fuel made her stomach churn. The sidearm wedged into the back of her jeans dug deeper into her lower spine as she slid her gaze toward her ATF partner sitting beside her. His eyes dropped to her mouth when she said, “We’re not crossing the border.”

Special Agent Javi Perez checked his tactical watch before casting a quick glance at the guard sitting at the back of the plane. When he met her eyes once more, she saw resignation and agreement in the dark depths before he slipped his arm around her shoulders and offered a confirming squeeze. She shifted on the narrow wooden bench along one side of the fuselage; a bench that had not been built for comfort but to ensure maximum storage capacity for the illegal drugs being run in and out of the US. Even the emergency parachutes were in short supply, stashed beneath the bench where the guard sat next to the only exit door held shut by one simple, quivering lever.

The cargo container strapped in across from them held a fraction of the amount of narcotics the cartel they’d infiltrated was capable of producing. The plan was to get at least some of the supply back to the States and document the route. That could be enough to make the case against the cartel and maybe, if they were lucky, seriously weaken the foundation of one of the biggest active smuggling operations.

Years of training allowed her some control over the unease that descended when a case took an unexpected turn. She and Javi had been partners for less than six months and, however ill-advised, romantically involved for half that time. There was something temptingly dangerous about trusting her partner not only with her life and career, but also her heart.

A trust that had been tested to the limits since they’d infiltrated this particular organization only weeks before. Their investigation required they pose as corrupt married cartel intermediaries looking for a quick payday. Roles Javi jokingly teased they’d been born to play. She would bet he wasn’t laughing now, though.

Alarm bells rang in the back of Regan’s mind as she smoothed a finger over the face of her own watch. She looked to the armed guard as he tightened his grip on the compact semiautomatic weapon resting on his lap. The dead-eyed expression in the man’s eyes when he met her gaze told her their return to the States was going to be anything but smooth.

It was hard to figure the particulars, but she silently ran through them nonetheless. It could be that she and Javi were about to be eliminated simply to save the money they were due for locking in the deal. Or there could have been a change of plans and the cargo was going to be air-dropped for later retrieval by a third party hired by the cartel. Or…

Or her and Javi’s cover had been blown and they were about to find themselves chucked out of the plane for an unexpected sunrise skydive. Good thing they were ready for multiple contingencies.

“I think I’d like to see things from up front.” Regan lifted a hand to Javi’s chest before she stood up.

The guard at the back sat up straighter.

Regan pretended not to notice him watching her as she turned and steadied herself against the cargo crate. Strapped in as tightly as it was, it didn’t budge so she couldn’t confirm just how heavy it was. They could only hope the drugs were still in there and this entire flight wasn’t a ruse to get rid of them.

She stumbled her way to the cockpit as the plane rode out turbulent currents like a tugboat caught in a storm. The metal of the ancient plane rattled and strained. She’d always teased her FBI sister about her fear of flying, but Regan was beginning to see Wren’s side of things. It really was like being trapped in a flying tin can.

Regan heard Javi’s voice echo through the cabin as she slid into the empty copilot’s seat.

“Hi. Hola.” She offered the middle-aged, rotund man a smile as she pointed to the anemic control panel. Duct tape stretched across parts of the console. “I’ve always wanted to learn how to fly,” she told him and earned a furrowed brow of confusion. “¿Hablas ingles?”

He shook his head, waved toward the cargo hold as if she were a pesky fly at a picnic, but she stayed where she was.

“Me encantaria aprender a volar.” She pretended to fly the plane. “Es divertido. Fun!”

“Sí,” he grumbled and looked back over his shoulder as if searching for help.

Regan kept her attention straight ahead, trusting Javi to follow their plan and divide and conquer. Covering both ends of the aircraft was the best way to deal with whatever was about to happen.

“Detener!” Stop!

Regan twisted around and she saw Javi reach for the crate’s latch, about to pop it open. The guard launched at Javi, catching him against the side of the head with his weapon before following up by plowing the butt of his weapon into Javi’s stomach. Javi, still choosing to rest rather than fight back, doubled over and dropped to his knees, his shoulder crashing hard into the container of drugs. Their pilot turned the yoke all the way to the left. The plane banked hard and began to circle.

Regan straightened her legs, her feet pushing hard against the floor as the force of the plane brought her out of her seat. When the pilot leveled the plane once more, she saw blood trickling down the side of Javi’s face as he tried to push himself upright.

Her partner seemed to be struggling to catch his breath, but when he looked over his shoulder at her, there was determination on his face. And more than a glint of anger. She shoved herself out of the cockpit, reaching behind her to wrap her hand around the butt of her gun.

The guard advanced past Javi, his weapon now trained on her. “No te muevus!” Don’t move!

It didn’t matter how long she’d been an agent. Staring down the barrel of a gun always made her question her life choices. The white noise of the plane helped to clear her mind and her focus returned. Her fingers flexed before she raised her arms in surrender.

She stared at the man’s finger pressing against the side of the trigger. “I’m not moving. See?” She lifted her hands higher. “Javi? You okay?”

“Sure.” Javi pulled himself forward as the guard took another step in Regan’s direction. “Almost there.”

“Mas alto, hora!” the guard yelled. Stand straight!

Regan waved her arms, her ears popping as the plane climbed higher. The roar of the straining engines nearly stopped her heart. Javi took advantage of the guard’s hesitation about what to do next and elbowed him hard behind the knees.

The world shifted into slow motion. Regan barely blinked before the guard’s finger tightened on the trigger as he pitched forward. She dived down as a bullet whizzed past her head. It plowed through the cockpit wall and straight into the pilot’s back. The second bullet went high. She twisted around as it shattered the inner layer of the windshield with a violent crack. A third shot sounded muffled, followed by an exchange of fists hitting flesh.

Cold air whipped around her, stinging her face, making her eyes water. The cockpit filled with the telltale whistle of pressure and whining. The cabin was silent otherwise.

The pilot slumped forward against the yoke.

The plane nose-dived into an instant free fall.

Regan tumbled back into the cockpit. She landed hard, the back of her head bouncing off the edge of the control panel. She scrambled to grab hold of the pilot, fingers slipping and sliding against the blood-slicked metal of his harness. The click of release was barely audible over the wind rushing through the cockpit.

Papers and maps cycloned around her. She used the deadweight of the pilot to pull herself up and once she was upright, dragged him out of the seat. She climbed over him, ignoring the spattering of blood against the control panel as she slid in to take the now-dead pilot’s place. The spiderwebbed windshield was mostly fractured and reminded her of the kaleidoscope she had when she was a kid.

Regan wrapped sticky, blood-soaked hands around the yoke and planted her feet on the rudder pedals. Her biceps strained as she pulled, tipping the nose of the plane back up as the ground suddenly loomed too close. She lifted up out of the seat slightly, legs locking hard. Her lungs burned against the frigid air.

She jumped at the sound of another shot, curled in on herself as if bracing for another bullet, but instead she heard the dull sound of a body hitting the floor.

“Javi?” She couldn’t even let herself consider he was dead. Keeping her left hand on the yoke, she reached out with her right to try to clear the blood off the instrument readings.

“I’m here.” Javi poked his head into the cockpit, looked down at the pilot before hauling him into the cabin. “Guess we won’t be getting these two to flip on their bosses.” He threw himself into the copilot’s seat. “You okay?”

“Peachy.” She pushed her left foot, then her right, to stabilize their direction. After another dip that had Javi grabbing for his own harness, she got the plane flying correctly. “What?” she demanded when he laughed.

“I was just thinking about how I gave you a bad time about taking flying lessons.”

“Two.” She actually held up two fingers. “I’ve had two lessons!”

“That’s two more than me.” He leaned over and let out a hiss of breath that rivaled the whistling wind. “Ah. This isn’t great.”

“What?” Regan saw him press a hand to his side. He drew back fingers covered in blood. She swore, tightened her grip on the yoke. Ignoring her racing heart, she concentrated on what to do next: get them on the ground.

“Sorry about that. It’s a through and through.” He grimaced, shook his head and briefly felt his back. “Seriously thought he missed.”

“What did you do? Walk into one of his bullets?” She twisted around for another look at the guard. He was still, lying face down, his gun on the floor halfway across the plane. “You sure he’s dead?”

“I’m sure,” he replied, sounding annoyed with the outcome. “Any idea how far off course we are?”

“Far enough to know we should land as soon as we can.” She let out a slow breath. “Start looking for a place to set down.” Regan jerked her chin toward the smooth terrain in the distance.

He leaned forward, wincing, and peered out the windshield, his left hand pressed hard against his side.

Her fingers ached from clutching the yoke. Her arms burned. She tried to relax, just like her flight instructor said, but lessons with a licensed pilot were a far cry from being eight thousand feet up in the air with only her wounded partner and two dead guys for company.

She turned the plane to the right, hoping this was their original course. “Heading east toward Texas. Not sure what this…” She reached out and pressed a lever up, then down. “Okay, flaps work. What do you see?”

“You mean other than the very hard ground?”

His reliance on humor as a pressure release only served to further shred her already frayed nerves. Airspeed was ninety knots. That was good. Nice and steady. She adjusted her hold, focused on the readouts on the console and keeping the aircraft from bouncing around too much. It felt like hours before she spotted the distinctive meandering curve of the Rio Grande coming into view in the distance.

“Finally. Got my bearings.” She snatched up the mic off the radio. “See that dial there?” She pointed to the instrument panel. “Turn it until it reads one hundred twenty-one point five.”

“On it.” Javi groaned as he shifted forward and twisted the knob until it clicked into place. “What is it?”

“Emergency frequency. Closest air traffic control will pick us up.” She waited until the readout was clear before she depressed the side button on the mic. “Mayday, Mayday, Mayday. This is ATF Agent Regan McKenna declaring an emergency. Pilot is down.” She clicked off for a second when Javi slumped in his seat. “Don’t you die on me, Javi. Not up here.”

“Not dying.” He squeezed his eyes shut. “Just hurting.”

Static erupted for a second over the radio before a voice could be heard. “This is Laramie Air Traffic Control to unknown aircraft,” said a female voice that echoed through the cockpit. “Please respond and confirm identity.”

She had to stop herself from yelling in response. “Say again, this is ATF agent Regan McKenna. Badge number 792465. I’m carrying cartel narcotics, two cartel members and wounded personnel. Request assistance. Minimal flying experience.” Massive overstatement. “Need help getting us on the ground. Damage to the windshield and possibly some controls. Requesting law enforcement detail upon arrival.”

“Copy, Agent McKenna. Need your altitude and approach vector.”

“Right.” Regan again swiped her hand across the blood-covered dash. “Uh…” She rattled off the information, giving thanks that her instructor had been so meticulous about her learning the console.

It seemed an age before she received a response. “Copy, Agent McKenna. We’ve got you on radar. We’re going to talk you through landing once you’re on the other side of the Grande.”

“Copy that.” She reached out and nudged Javi’s arm. “Hey! You still awake?”

“You think I’d miss this?”

That smirk of his was her Achilles’ heel. But it wasn’t something she was comfortable admitting even to herself.

The plane shuddered as she reduced pressure on the throttle gradually. They began their descent. No more than five hundred feet per minute, she muttered as a reminder. Slow and steady.

“Continue your airspeed between eighty and one hundred knots,” the voice over the radio said. “You should see wide-open space in a few minutes. Keep coming down nice and easy.”

“Copy that.” What she wouldn’t give for a headset. “Javi? Take this. I need both hands.” She passed the mic to him.

“What’s that?” Javi pointed far out ahead of them as they continued to drop lower. The terrain evened out and opened up, giving her a clear area to land in. “Are those lights or am I hallucinating?”

She sat up slightly, saw what he did. Patrol cars. A lot of them circling around before breaking out in different directions. She would have felt reassured if they hadn’t still been riding out the turbulence. She wouldn’t be able to relax one bit until the plane was on the ground.

“I see them,” she assured Javi and winced at his sigh of relief. He was usually so controlled, hearing him slipping into uncertainty and doubt raised new alarms she didn’t have the luxury of addressing.

She was freezing. Her hands were about to go numb. She flexed her fingers again. There wasn’t a part of her body that didn’t ache. Almost there.

“Okay, landing gear is…” She hit the switch that lowered the wheels. No warning lights went on so she assumed it had worked. They’d find out soon enough.

“Level up with the ground,” the controller told her. “Keep your altimeter even.”

“Right.” As if the woman could hear her.

“Reduce the throttle,” the voice came again. “Take it down to seventy. Extend your flaps.”

Regan pushed that lever again, tilted the nose slightly up. The ground was coming at them far too fast for her liking, but all she could think about was getting them out of the air.

“Stay calm. Just gently tap down and let the wheels take the brunt,” the controller said. “You’re going to bounce. Just go with it. Foot pedals will keep you straight, apply pressure equally.”

“Uh-huh. Javi?”

“Hmm.” He sounded sluggish now, as if he were running out of steam.

“Hey! Stay with me! You can’t go anywhere just yet,” she yelled. “You keep promising to take me to the beach, remember? Tropical paradise. Just the two of us. Sun, sand, surf and sex.”

He chuckled. “Lots of sex.”

“There you go. Hold on to that thought.” That last hundred feet flew up to meet them. She nearly clipped the top of the trio of local sheriff’s cars below.

When the wheels hit the runway, she levitated out of her seat, her head just missed hitting the top of the plane by less than an inch. She pressed both feet down flat on the pedals, put all her weight into the yoke and reached for the hand lever that would slow their velocity.

Gravel and dirt crunched as they kept moving, taking far too long to come to a stop. When the plane was finally still, she couldn’t quite believe it. She stayed frozen in her seat, waiting for her brain to catch up. The only thing she could hear now was her own labored breathing.

“Do I park this thing or what?” She almost laughed at the way she was looking for a gear shift. But her humor didn’t last. One glance at a slumped over Javi, and within seconds, she was out of her seat. She shoved his hand away, replaced it with her own and pressed down on the wound. Hard.

He jolted, eyes going wide as he cried out.

“Sorry.” She cringed as blood seeped between her fingers. “Just checking.”

“Agent McKenna!” A loud voice came from outside the plane by her window. “You need to open the back door!”

“Right.” She leaned in to press her lips against Javi’s for one brief, necessary kiss. He might not have needed it, but she did. “I’ll be right back.”

“I’ll be right here,” he assured her as he reached up to touch her face. “Thanks for saving my life, partner.”

This was not the time to get sappy. Affection and fear had surfaced, but she shoved them both down. Not now. “Well, it is my job.” She took the extra moment to press her forehead to his, squeezed her eyes shut in a quick, silent prayer of thanks. “I’ll make sure you get the chance to return the favor.”

With that she turned and quickly made her way to the back door to let the authorities onto the plane.






Chapter 1

Two and a half years later

“I’m not going to make it without them.”

Regan looked across the scarred faux wooden table and into the desperate eyes of her former college roommate. Dina Antius had lived a lot of life in the years since they’d last seen one another. Gone was the ebullient, optimistic young woman ready to take on the world, who Regan had known.

In her place sat a thinner, considerably sadder and far more desperate thirty-one-year old clinging to reality as tightly as she clung to her coffee-filled paper cup.

“My kids are the only thing I’ve got that mean anything, Regan,” Dina whispered, glancing around the Colonial Grounds Café located a few miles outside the small Philadelphia suburb Dina had moved to after her divorce. “They’re the only things that matter.”

The air was filled with the intoxicating—and some would say addicting—aroma of fresh-brewed caffeine, accented with hot butter and fresh-baked pastry. The high walls gave way to narrow, long windows letting in the strained sunlight of an early-summer day that promised to be hotter than normal. Regan glanced at her second cup of coffee and gave serious consideration to setting up an IV drip to erase the exhaustion that threatened to drag her under the slightly wobbly table.

It had been a month since Regan had worked undercover on a long-term domestic terrorist operation that had ended less than ideally. Sure, they’d taken down a significant player in the ghost gun business, but the ATF and Regan herself had paid a disturbingly high price. So high that for the first time in her professional life, she’d agreed to take the leave she was offered. She needed the time to regroup, reevaluate and recharge. After weeks spent focusing on some self-care, that antsy, anxious buzz was pushing her to get back to work. In fact, she’d been about to call her supervisor when Dina’s email popped up in her inbox, asking, pleading for an in-person meeting.

Less than a day later, Regan had stepped off a commercial flight from her home base in Baltimore to meet her old roommate. How she wished she could say she’d kept up with Dina via social media, but who was she kidding? The only reason Regan ever tapped open a social media app was if she was setting up an undercover identity or attempting to track and/or get information on a suspect.

“I know what you’re going to say,” Dina went on, and caught Regan’s attention. “Three stints in rehab—”

Regan held up a hand, irritated with herself for having drifted off. Official case or not, someone had asked for her help and Dina deserved her concentration. “Are you sober today, Dina?”

“Yes.” Dina sat up straighter, as if Regan’s question bolstered her confidence. “I’m going to meetings, three, sometimes four days a week, and next week I’ll get my year chip.”

“Congratulations.” Regan offered a practiced, encouraging smile. She’d done enough volunteer work at various support groups and mental health centers to know only today, only this moment, mattered. “Let me see them.” She motioned to the cell phone sitting beside Dina’s trembling hand. “Your kids.”

Dina’s smile widened. She ducked her head and tapped on her screen. In that brief moment, Regan tried again to find the student she’d roomed with, but between Dina’s now unevenly dyed dark hair and strained features, all Regan could see was a ghost of her former friend.

She accepted the cell phone with a bit of a reverent touch. The image of the two kids brought a smile to her face. She could almost hear the laughter from when the picture was taken. Gangly and a bit on the tall side, nine-year-old Brandon kept a protective if not tight arm around six-year-old Avril. Regan nodded, seeing the friend she’d known once upon a time in the faces of Dina’s children. The blond hair, bright brown eyes, crooked smiles. “They’re gorgeous.”

“They’re my life. My light,” Dina said. “I’ll admit I didn’t always—”

“Stop.” Regan handed her back the phone. “I’m not here to discuss your mistakes, Dina. You’re on the other side of them, aren’t you?”

“I sure hope so.” Dina clicked off her phone. “I’m trying to be.”

“Okay, then.” She reached a hand across the table and touched Dina’s arm. “What’s going on?”

“Their father is taking me back to court for full custody.” Tears filled her sunken, light brown eyes. “He moved out permanently to California now that his import business has taken off. I’ve got a steady job as a receptionist and assistant at a real estate office while I study to get my license. The kids were in a good school and my parents help. They live only a few minutes away from our apartment. I’ve got a good life going for them. For all of us. Now…”

“Breathe, Dina.” Regan squeezed her arm. “I’m not in any rush. What’s his reason for suing for full custody?”

“He doesn’t need a reason,” Dina scoffed. “He’s rich and I have what he wants. He just has to snap his fingers and people bow at his feet. I should know.” She shifted in the squeaky upholstered seat. “That’s how he got me. Power. Prestige. Fancy parties, clothes and friends. It was seductive and wonderful and a bit of a blur until Avril was born.” She winced. “There were complications and a lot of pain afterward, completely different from when I had Brandon. Avril was perfect, thank goodness, but I was a mess. I needed…help.”

“Painkillers,” Regan commented without needing to ask.

“And postpartum. It got bad,” Dina admitted. “Real bad and for a while, Marcus was right. It was dangerous for me to be around them, but I’ve worked hard. Even he admitted it when we agreed on shared custody. He assured me I’d earned the right to be in their lives again. I think that was more his new wife’s influence, but it didn’t last.”

“And now that he’s moved, he doesn’t want his kids so far away.” Regan wished she felt a bit more positive about the situation. It was obvious Dina was still a bit shaky; that wouldn’t read well in front of a judge tasked with protecting the well-being of two young children. Not that she thought Dina didn’t deserve the chance she’d earned, but talk about an uphill battle. “Dina—”

“He’s their father,” Dina cut her off. “But he’s not their dad. He’s not…hands on. He hired a nanny as soon as I had Brandon, and if the nanny wasn’t stepping in to help me, it was Brigit, his head housekeeper.” Dina’s lips actually curved. “She reminds me of my gran. We got along really well and I could tell she didn’t approve of a lot of Marcus’s behavior. She sends me pictures and keeps me up-to-date. I don’t think Marcus knows,” she murmured absently. “Brigit is the one who convinced me that I needed to take the time and focus on me, so I could be the mom Avril and Brandon deserve. But when I got back from my first try at rehab, she told me Marcus hadn’t spent more than a few hours at a time with either of the kids while I was away. He travels a lot. He’s hardly ever home and when he is, it’s all work. I don’t understand why he even wants them.”

Power. With the added bonus of causing Dina pain, Regan would bet. “How do the kids feel about it? About him?”

“They love him.” Dina shrugged. “He’s not cruel or abusive. Just…distant. They’re always trying to get him to notice them, especially Brandon. He just wants to spend time with his dad, but Marcus just waves him off.” She shook her head. “He doesn’t need them, Regan. I do. They’re the reason I finally got sober.”

Regan bit her tongue. She knew for a fact few succeeded in staying sober for someone else but now was not the time to point that out. “I sympathize with you, Dina, but I’m not sure what you’re hoping I can do.”

“I need information. Ammunition,” Dina whispered almost desperately. “I need something I can use against him in court so I can keep my kids. Something that’s as damaging to him as my medical records are to me.”

“He has your medical records?” Regan sat up straighter. “How did…? Right.” She heaved a sigh. “Like you said. He’s rich.”

“And he paid for my first two stints in rehab,” Dina confirmed. “Privacy laws aside, obviously, the facility apparently didn’t have any issues sharing the files with him. When I told him that wasn’t legal, he told me to fight him on that in court, because that would be the best way to get my history on the record. I lose no matter what.”

“If he uses that against you, he’s showing the court what kind of man he is.” Not that that might go very far where a ruling was concerned.

Dina’s eyes dimmed. “It’ll also show he’ll do whatever it takes to protect his kids from me. He’ll spin it to say what he did was necessary. Nothing I say will matter, Regan.”

Regan made a mental note to get the details on these facilities Dina had been a patient of, but she could only get so far unofficially. And officially? There really wasn’t anything she could do. Frustration had her squirming in her seat. “Dina, I’m sorry, but—”

“Marcus and I were married for almost eight years,” Dina went on as if Regan hadn’t spoken. “I heard a lot of rumors over that time, nothing I can prove, of course.” She frowned as if second-guessing herself. “He was one of the biggest real estate and construction moguls here in Philly for over a decade. It all happened so fast, his success. I’m sure you know the sketchy reputation that industry has. Now that he’s a big name in imports…” She shrugged.

Regan bit the inside of her cheek. All that was true enough.

“There has to be something.” Dina’s voice dropped to a desperate whisper. “Something he’s done that I can threaten to use against him in court.”

Regan didn’t know Marcus Antius, not even by reputation, but if half of what Dina had told her was true, that could be a potentially deadly move. “I don’t think—”

“No, listen, Regan,” Dina insisted. “He had a special safe in his office to store all the cash he kept on hand. He’s always had a ton of cash. Like tens of thousands.”

“Cash doesn’t necessarily prove criminal activity.” Except for possible tax evasion, and that wouldn’t necessarily mean anything in a custody case, either. Regan really didn’t want Dina getting her hopes up too high. “Dina—”

“I know how I sound,” Dina went on. “But there’s more. I did some research before I reached out to you. I didn’t want to come empty-handed or without proof.” She twisted to dig into her purse and then dropped a handful of folded-up pieces of paper onto the table. “I made a list of all the names I could remember from when we were married, then I checked them out online.” She fumbled to smooth one of the crinkled slips of paper. “This guy. Here.” She stabbed a finger into the paper, slid it toward Regan. “I remember seeing him frequently at the house.”

Regan turned the paper around and felt the warmth drain from her body.

The grainy face in front of her was all too familiar and sent her careening into the past. Anger simmered low in her belly, familiar. Toxic. Distracting. She wasn’t a vengeful person. The idea of revenge didn’t complement the badge she carried, or any badge for that matter. That said?

Some individuals got what they deserved.

“You know who that is, don’t you?” Dina whispered. “You recognize him.”

“I do.” Regan nodded slowly, giving her brain time to catch up with her pulse rate. “Edik Valeri.” Not someone she’d dealt with personally, but she’d had a front-row seat to the substantial fallout to his being taken into custody a few years ago. Fallout that had ended up costing Regan everything—including the soul of a good man, along with the future she’d hoped to have with him.

Javi…

No. Regan pushed away the memories that surged. No, I’m not doing this now. She’d written Javier Perez out of her life as soon as he’d been dismissed from the ATF. Or at least she’d tried to. No matter how hard she strove to come to terms with his betrayal, it still didn’t make sense. Chances were it never would. She hated to disappoint Dina, but Regan had to tell her the truth. The words almost got caught in her throat.

“Edik Valeri isn’t going to be of any help to you. He was killed in prison last year.” She wasn’t surprised that Dina hadn’t heard. The bureau of prisons had worked hard to keep Valeri’s death under wraps.

“Oh.” Dina frowned and Regan could all but see the gears turning in her head. “But he was a bad guy, wasn’t he? Even if he is dead, Marcus took a picture with him. They look like friends.” Dina tapped a finger against the paper. “That proves Marcus is or at least has been involved with dangerous people. And I know, I know they were in business together,” she said, pleading. “Marcus told me once that Edik made him nervous but that the profit margin cut through his concern.” She sat back, swiped her hair out of her eyes. “No one will listen, or believe me, but if you could find proof they were working together, maybe…” A barely there glimmer of hope emerged in her watery eyes. “They’d believe you, Regan.”

Regan pressed her lips together until they went numb. She could see the logic in Dina’s argument, but that didn’t mean she thought dragging the Valeri brothers into a custody dispute was a good idea. Besides, she recognized that tone in Dina’s voice, the desperation in her friend’s eyes. Regan had seen it before and knew from experience it wouldn’t lead anywhere good. She would not let Dina step onto that same path. Not if it was possible for her to do something to prevent it.

Stomach clenched, she chose her words carefully. “I can make a couple of calls to try and confirm whether your ex-husband is being or has been investigated as an associate of Edik Valeri.” She shrugged, feeling helpless. “But I can’t say whether anything I uncover would be admissible in court.”

“What about the court of public opinion?” Dina spoke so quietly Regan had to lean across the table to hear her. “I could go to the press. Show them that picture. Tell them what I know. Then the judge couldn’t ignore it, right? He’d have to question whether Marcus is a suitable parent.”

A chill raced down Regan’s spine. “You do not want to do that, Dina.”

A solitary tear plopped onto her cheek and she flailed a hand in the air. “What other option is there?”

“If you go to the media, you’ll be putting a target on your back. Maybe even on your kids, as well.” Not to mention that if Dina did go to the press, she could blow up any ongoing investigation into what was left of the Valeri organization. Regan couldn’t afford to pull any punches when it came to Dina’s threats and ideas. “You wouldn’t only be outing your ex, you’d make an enemy of whoever he might be working with. And they could retaliate. I’m not trying to scare you, Dina, I’m just being honest.”

Dina didn’t appear convinced. “You don’t think me being out in the open with all this would be a protection of sorts?”

“Guys like this don’t tend to lead with reason.” Then again, neither did women fighting for their kids.

“So I either let Marcus railroad me in court and I never see my kids again, or I take a chance and go to the press and see what happens.” Dina gathered up the papers and the tears evaporated. “I have to do something, Regan. I have to fight back somehow. I’d rather be dead than have my kids think I just walked away from them without trying to get them back.”

The tug-of-war between Regan’s heart and brain was tearing her up inside. Logic and experience battled against emotion as she tried to figure out how to win this argument with Dina. But when it came to a mother trying to protect her children? Well. There wasn’t a more powerful force on earth, was there?

Even as the warning bells chimed in her head, Regan took the papers and pictures from Dina, folded them up and shoved them into the back pocket of her jeans. She was probably going to regret this, but she couldn’t walk away and let Dina believe she was on her own. It wasn’t the McKenna way.

“Give me time to see if there’s something we haven’t thought of.” It seemed the best way to make use of the last of her leave, especially if she could stop Dina from going to the media. “Where are Brandon and Avril now?”

Dina sagged in her seat like a deflated balloon. “They were supposed to be with my parents for the summer.” A surprising edge sharpened Dina’s voice. “But Marcus changed his mind at the last minute and sent them to some summer camp in Northern California instead.”

Regan gnashed her back teeth. She really hoped Marcus Antius was as dirty as Dina purported him to be.

“You and I are going to make a deal.” Regan finished off her coffee and held out her hand, palm up, for Dina to take. She wasn’t surprised the other woman’s fingers trembled when Regan squeezed. “You will give me some time to look into this. You are not going to go to the press. Not in any way, shape or form. And you won’t call me every day to see what I’ve found out. You have to trust me that when I have news, I will let you know. I’m asking a lot of you, but if you want me to help you, that’s the price. Understand?”

Dina nodded, but there was doubt on her face.

“I want you to focus on your new life so that when you get to court there’s nothing to question,” Regan went on. “Don’t give Marcus any more ammunition to use against you. When is your next AA meeting?” Regan steered her back to what was important: keeping her sobriety intact.

“This afternoon.” Dina tightened her hold on Regan’s hand before she pulled free. “My sponsor’s going to be there.”

“Good. Do you have the custody papers Marcus served you with?”

“Yes.” Dina dug back into her purse. “There’s a court date scheduled for the end of the month. I don’t have the money to fly out to California and he knows it.”

“Courts make allowances for video appearances these days.” Sometimes. Two weeks. That should give her enough time to find something more than hearsay for Dina to use in court. Even if it was only confirmation that Marcus Antius was on law enforcement’s radar. That could buy Dina more time with the court or maybe even delay the custody ruling.

Barring that, bank statements and business contracts weren’t a bad idea. The question was, how did she get her hands on something like that? The ATF frowned on agents using their badges and authority for personal vendettas or investigations. But then there were times when it was better to ask for forgiveness than permission. “Who’s your lawyer?”

Dina didn’t answer.

“Dina?” Regan’s stomach dropped. “Tell me you have a lawyer.”

“I did have one for the divorce,” Dina said.
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