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      Sometimes a girl just couldn’t get a freaking break.

      Particularly when it came to being in love with Mitch Monroe, the wiseass ape who sat at his desk not far from Caroline, chomping on a chocolate donut, oblivious to the fact that she was pissed at him.

      Royally.

      God, he made her insane sometimes. Obviously sensing the hate, he glanced over, donut in hand, his vagina-melting blue gaze steady. Those eyes brought her down every time and he knew it. Knew it!

      But not today. Today, she’d stay mad. Even if her body caved to lust at some point, her mind and the emotional armor surrounding it would remain strong.

      She poked her finger at him. “Forget it, buddy.”

      Teeg, the Justice Team’s hacker extraordinaire, abandoned whoever he was spying on via the makeshift bank of computer monitors cluttering his workspace and gave her an oh-shit face.

      “You,” Caroline said, “stay out of this.”

      His eyebrows hitched up. “I don’t even know what this is.”

      “That makes two of us,” Mitch said.

      Bastard.

      “Oh, please. You know.”

      Mitch—the bastard—laughed and something in Caroline’s brain detonated. Just boom, sending sparks of frying energy right down her neck. She eyed the open area of the abandoned Army base that doubled as the Justice Team’s headquarters. All around her were computers, stacks and stacks of files, a table with assorted parts that Teeg had been fiddling with for his drone experiments and yet, she couldn’t find one thing big enough to club Mitch with.

      Dammit.

      “Crap,” Teeg said, “she’s turning Resting Bitch again. I gotta whiz. Or something.”

      Resting Bitch. Nice. Before today, she’d laughed at the nickname bestowed upon her. Resting Bitch was the one who could bring a man down with a deadly glare and tight smile.

      Resting Bitch instilled fear.

      And when surrounded by males all day, each of them alphas in some annoying way, she needed every edge.

      “Sure.” Mitch raised a fist as Teeg hustled by. “Leave me alone with her. Whatever happened to watching a guy’s back?”

      “I do watch your back. Except with Resting Bitch. I’m afraid of her.”

      Teeg was always buttering her up. But she liked him well enough and the kid had mad hacking skills that Caroline admired. Plus, he stayed out of her business.

      And, apparently, Mitch’s. Teeg scooted toward the door. That left their boss, Grey, not ten feet away, fielding a flurry of phone calls and hidden behind a screen separating his workspace.

      The Justice Team, an off-the-books operation run by a secret collaboration of FBI big wigs under the president’s direct command, didn’t technically exist. Rumors had quickly spread in D.C., but as far as the federal government was concerned, such an operation had never been approved.

      In this town plausible deniability was everything.

      Caroline didn’t mind. The assignments had meat and if the team stepped outside the lines once in a while in an effort to catch a crook or murderer or rapist, so be it. As long as the bad guy wound up in prison, Caroline could live with playing outside the lines.

      The familiar squeak of Mitch’s chair bounced off the bare cement walls and she peered at him, casually leaning back and popping the last of the donut into his mouth. She dropped her gaze to her desk drawer where she’d tucked her nine-millimeter. She should just shoot him and be done with it. Once and for all.

      “Is this about your mom again? You’re still pissed about that?”

      He brushed the last of the crumbs off his T-shirt, another graphic one stating free contradictions cost one dollar. I hate him.

      “Oh, my God.” She smacked a hand on top of her desk. “Yes, I’m still pissed. When my mother invites us to her country club for dinner, we should go.”

      “I was working!”

      “You just wanted to get out of it.”

      And heaven help him if he pursued this. She knew—knew—Mitch and Grey had closed that election fraud case. All that had been left was paperwork but, thirty minutes before dinner, Mitch had called and said he was swamped. Swamped. With paperwork?

      Puh-lease.

      All because he knew her mother wanted a wedding at their country club and since Mitch hadn’t popped the question, Mom kept making up reasons for them to go to the club.

      Was it passive aggressive? Yes. Annoying? Completely. Did she blame Mitch for getting irritated? No.

      But he’d abandoned her, marched right off the battlefield and left her to deal with her mother. And that was unacceptable.

      He rocked his chair back, sending another burst of squeaks into the echoing room. Damn him with that squeaking. He knew it made them all insane and yet he couldn’t help himself. He simply could not sit still.

      He spread his arms in that what the fuck way of his. “All I know is we went to your Uncle’s birthday party three weeks ago and someone I don’t even know made a comment that you and I would make beautiful babies. A fact, mind you, I don’t disagree with. I mean, look at you, a guy would be a dumbass to disagree with that statement. But, hey, apparently agreeing with cousin Anna-Marie-Susan, whatever the fuck her name is, was a mistake.”

      “It wasn’t a mistake. She was being nice.”

      “Well, yeah. That’s what I thought too. Your mom overhearing it screwed me. Hard. My agreeing that you are friggin’ stunning somehow morphed into your mother looking at wedding locales. Seriously, Caroline? We haven’t even talked about it.”

      Ha. As if they’d get married. Mitch Monroe, confirmed bachelor, master of oneness, married. Good one.

      Oh, he loved her. She knew that, but Mitch’s track record with commitment wasn’t exactly stellar. He liked keeping things loose, staying unattached. She suspected it was more self-preservation than anything. An unwillingness to open himself up to attachment and the risk of heartbreak.

      She got that. Even understood it.

      But she wanted Mitch and a white picket fence and a few babies.

      And that, kids, might be their undoing.

      She closed her eyes, pushed the thought away. Focus on today. Easy enough. She’d been doing that for months. Enjoying their time together and loving him—openly—the way she’d always dreamed of back when they were both at the Bureau. Back when she’d kept her feelings buried. Even back then she’d known she loved him. Maybe she didn’t allow herself to think in those terms because—hello?—Mitch Monroe wasn’t exactly husband material, but he was it for her. The one man who moved her.

      And that was saying something.

      She opened her eyes. “Let’s not fight. I know you don’t see yourself getting married. For now, it’s okay.”

      Mitch flapped his arms. “Here we go. Come on, Caroline!”

      “Jesus Christ!” Grey yelled from behind his office wall/screen. “Quit that goddamn bickering!”

      Caroline gave the humiliation three seconds to burn her throat and then threw her shoulders back. “Sorry, boss.”

      Grey appeared from behind the screen. He wore his typical federal agent attire of a dark suit, white shirt and tie. He pointed at her. “Got a minute?”

      Ten-minutes ago she’d heard him on the phone discussing a senator’s daughter. Something about Las Vegas and a reality show. None of which sounded like a good combination. Having received a call of her own that interrupted her eavesdropping, she hadn’t heard the end of that conversation. Not that she’d been purposely eavesdropping, but a silk screen picked up by Grey’s fiancé at a thrift shop didn’t block out much noise. If any.

      The Justice Team’s headquarters wasn’t exactly cushy. All they had was a giant, dull white cement room with third-hand furniture. Just yesterday the leg of Mitch’s desk had fallen off and they propped it up with a two-by-four. They were nothing if not resourceful.

      The great thing about this bunch was nobody cared about the furnishings. They just wanted to serve.

      She stood and Grey motioned her to the door Teeg had just escaped from.

      Huh?

      At least six times a day Grey hit each of them with the got-a-minute line. Nothing about that struck anyone as odd. They were a team, all sworn to secrecy about what went on inside these walls. So if Caroline overheard a conversation that Grey had with Mitch or Teeg, it didn’t matter. They all knew everything.

      Which was how Caroline busted Mitch blowing off her mother.

      The fact that Grey wanted to take this particular got-a-minute meeting outside?

      That was weird.

      And it drew Mitch’s attention as well because his chair squeaked again—squeak, squeak, squeak—indicating he’d shifted his body weight.

      Three times.

      Caroline didn’t dare look at him. She knew him well enough to know he had his eyes pinned to his former partner, closest friend, and now boss. Mitch, being Mitch, hated secrets and Grey calling a meeting outside the walls of this room—with Caroline—meant secrets.

      “Um, sure.”

      Where the heck were they even going? None of the surrounding rooms on their floor had any furniture.

      Following Grey, she marched by Mitch’s desk, glancing at him long enough to see her beloved’s blue eyes shooting grenades at Grey. And when he got that look, she stayed clear of him. Because a mad Mitch Monroe was no picnic. Sarcastic humor oozed from this man and if he put an ounce of effort into it, his charm could bring down a nation. But underneath all that wit brewed a potentially devastating force. It took a lot to make him angry, but when he reached that tipping point…kaboom.

      Later.

      Right now, her own curiosity burned clear through her skin. Whatever this was, it had to be good and the good assignments were always the most dangerous.

      And electrifying.

      Grey hooked a left in the hallway, stalking past the first two doors. The clunk of his dress shoes against the cheap tile floors echoed in the hallway and Caroline scooted along trying to keep pace. Wherever they were headed, Grey wanted to be far away from the Bat Cave, as their most recent employee, Brice Brennan, had nicknamed it.

      At the end of the hallway, he checked a door, found it locked and backtracked to the one just before it. Open. He pushed on the door, felt the inside wall and flipped on the interior light.

      A rare smile appeared, bunching Grey’s normally sculpted cheekbones. He didn’t have Mitch’s movie-star handsome face, but that brooding thing worked for him.

      He waved her through the doorway. “Our new conference room.”

      As with the rest of their digs, their new conference room wouldn’t win any decorating contests. What they had here was a roughly four-by-six storage closet complete with floor to ceiling metal shelving.

      They could use that shelf.

      Grey closed the door behind them and—wait—maybe this wasn’t an assignment. Maybe, no! Could she be getting fired?

      No way. Just last week Grey had ventured out to her self-designed shooting range, to practice with her, and stressed what an asset she’d been to the team. But if she weren’t being canned, why all this cloak and dagger stuff?

      Because, hell on earth, her boss was freaking her out.

      He held up his hands. “Everything is fine.”

      Not wanting her boss to see his former FBI SWAT sniper having a full-blown panic attack, Caroline released a silent breath and focused on her boss’s words. Everything is fine.

      “Somehow, given that we’re in the janitor’s closet, I don’t think that’s altogether true.”

      Again Grey smiled. Twice in five minutes. A miracle.

      “I wanted to speak to you privately.”

      “Meaning without Mitch? Is this about him? Did he do something stupid again?”

      Grey gave her that look; the one that said when hasn’t Mitch done something stupid. “It’s not about him. I got a call this morning. Senator Dutch’s daughter has gone missing in Las Vegas and he suspects foul play. We’re trying to keep it quiet.”

      “Why?”

      “Let’s just say she’s spontaneous.”

      Ah. “As in she could be in Lake Tahoe partying with her friends and the FBI doesn’t want to launch an investigation and alert the media?”

      “Exactly. Dutch would like me to look into it. He’s a personal friend, and if there is some kind of foul play, it could be a Justice Team assignment, but there’s no proof of any crime. I’m up to my eyeballs right now with Brennan’s investigation into that Chinese hacker, so…”

      Caroline grinned. “Please tell me I’m going to Vegas.”

      Vegas right now, without Mitch or her mother and the drama of their fighting, sounded like heaven.

      “You could be. I’m leaving the decision up to you.”

      Since when did they get to choose their assignments? In this job, if the FBI told them to roll in pig droppings, they did it. Came with the job. However, if this was a personal favor for a senator… Well, either way. “I’m confused. You’re letting me decide?”

      “Yes. It’s not something I’m comfortable ordering you to do.”

      Caroline snorted. “Oh, for God’s sakes. You’re not making me a prostitute are you?”

      Grey flinched. And, dammit! Stupid, stupid, Caroline. On his first assignment for the then not-yet-formed Justice Team, Grey had convinced his now fiancé to pose as a high-priced call girl to catch a serial killer. An assignment that had nearly gotten Syd killed.

      “Ooh.” Caroline whacked her palm against her forehead. “That was bad. I’m so sorry.”

      “It’s okay. And no, it’s not prostitution.”

      “But?”

      “You’d have to, uh…” he circled one hand in the air, “…engage men. The senator’s daughter, Megan, is in Vegas on vacation and got tapped to try-out for a reality matchmaking show. The bachelorette tries to land a husband out of a pool of wealthy bachelors. She made it to the final callback with two other women.”

      “And she went missing?”

      “Yes. The producers wanted the women to interact with the men in a group setting. Pre-qualifying them for chemistry. They set up parties and dinners for all three women and the men. After one of the events, she disappeared.”

      Wow. A senator’s daughter. The media frenzy would be epic. “You need me to go to Vegas and see what’s what with this show?”

      “Caroline, you’re one of the top agents to come out of Quantico. You wouldn’t be working for me if you weren’t.”

      “Grey, shut up and tell me what you need.”

      “I need a beautiful woman who can take Megan’s place as one of the three finalists. I need you and your…assets. You’re smart, men respond to you, and you know how to fly under the radar. You’re the complete package for this assignment.”

      The complete package. Meaning she had good tits. A fact she’d always known, but she preferred to rely on her shooting skills and her brain to get ahead in her profession.

      Until now. Now she needed to be eye candy and find a senator’s missing daughter. This assignment, as goofy as is sounded with the whole reality television angle, could make her career. At least as far as shadowy, behind the scenes covert ops teams went.

      She held up one finger. “Do I have to sleep with anyone?”

      “Of course not.”

      “Do I have to let them touch me?”

      “No, but it’s a dating show. Can’t guarantee someone won’t make a move.”

      “As long as I can break the hand of anyone who cops a feel, I’m good.”

      Grey studied her with his dark and oh-so-pensive profiler gaze. “You’ll do it? I need to call Dutch back ASAP.”

      Oh, she’d do it. Only if Mitch stayed home though. Not that she minded working with him. Back in their Bureau days they’d been partners for a time and even now, despite their personal relationship, they worked well together. Extremely well. But this assignment? No way. For this assignment, she’d have to flirt with men and loving Mitch the way she did, the emotional toll would shred her.

      And Mitch.

      Caroline nodded. “I’ll do it, but I have one stipulation.”

      Grey didn’t sigh. More of a frustrated half-grunt. “What’s that?”

      “No Mitch.”

      “I’m sorry?”

      “Mitch. He can’t come with me. Normally, we work well together. Always have. This assignment though, it’s…”

      “I know.”

      Of course he did. In pursuit of a serial killer, he’d watched Syd come on to men and after getting to know them as a couple, getting to know Grey and his protective tendencies, Caroline couldn’t fathom the gut-shriveling toll that had taken.

      Grey stared down at his fancy shoes for a second, then lightly pounded his fist against the wall. As Mitch’s closest friend, he knew what this meant. Mitch would see it as a betrayal rather than emotional protection. If Grey agreed to her terms, he’d become part of the issue—emotionally and professionally—between Mitch and Caroline.

      Finally, he came back to her. “Fine. No Mitch. I’ll pay you a hundred bucks to tell your boyfriend I’m sending you to Sin City to find a husband.”

      Caroline grinned, gave him an affectionate pop on the shoulder. “Not a chance. Sucks to be the boss, doesn’t it?”

      

      Caroline wouldn’t look at him.

      Mitch leaned back in his chair, watching her emerge from the hallway looking like the cat who’d swallowed the canary.

      Like Grey she insisted on dressing like she was still going to work at the Bureau, but her suits were tailored and fit her like a glove. Fine by him. They showed off her sweet ass and generous breasts.

      Breasts he hadn’t gotten up and close and personal with since he’d begged off going to that damn dinner at the country club.

      Marriage trap. That’s what that dinner had spelled. Marriage wasn’t for him, because, come on, he wasn’t exactly easy to live with. He loved Caroline and losing her wasn’t an option, but where did that leave him? He could barely commit to a season of fantasy football, much less making a woman happy forever. She might be a little crazy, which he loved, but it would take full-on psychosis to want to do happily-ever-after with him. He was saving her a lot of pain and heartache.

      Caroline’s long legs ate up the space as she hurried across the floor to her desk, heels clicking like she meant business.

      Caroline always meant business.

      But, no matter what, she wasn’t one to avoid looking him in the eye.

      Unless she was hiding something.

      The door banged open and Grey followed behind her, all business as well. He started toward Mitch, meeting his eyes, and then, bam. Attention diverted. Suddenly the floor was more interesting, and Grey took a sharp right, disappearing behind the flimsy room divider.

      Oh, hell no.

      Mitch started to yell, “What the fuck’s going on?” but decided to use the filter Caroline kept insisting he try. She and Grey were hiding something and it wasn’t the surprise party for his birthday since that day had come and gone without so much as a Hallmark card. The six-pack of Corona from Grey was cool, and Teeg, the dweeb, had made him an awesome Dr. Who wallpaper for his computer, but hell, Brice Brennan had gotten a full-on banner and balloons just for joining the frickin’ team.

      Pussy.

      Mitch pinned his lips together. Games. Caroline wanted to play a game, fine. He would show her.

      Resting his hands on his stomach, he rocked in his chair, the squeaking from the old metal loud enough to raise the dead. It grated on her nerves and he knew it. One of the petty reasons he refused to oil the damn thing. He liked getting on Caroline’s nerves. She was hot when she was pissed.

      Which happened a lot with him.

      Squeak, squeeak, squeeeeak.

      Screwing up her face, she finally glanced up. “Stop it.”

      He smiled and winked.

      Squeeeeeak.

      She froze and lifted one perfectly sculpted eyebrow. “Stop it or I’ll shoot you.”

      “Tell me what’s going on.” Squeak. Squeak. “Or no deal.”

      Her black briefcase landed hard on the top of her desk, fluttering a pile of papers she had neatly stacked. “You are such a bastard.”

      Teeg chose that moment to reappear. He saw Caroline’s frustrated movements, and for half a second, Mitch saw it on Teeg’s face. Code Red. Code Red. Abort! Abort!

      Mitch pointed at him and then at his chair at command central, in effect telling him to sit. The kid couldn’t run every time Caroline got her panties in a bunch. Then Mitch went back to his first concern. “Where are you going, Caroline?”

      “None of your business.”

      Squeeek. “Wrong answer.”

      “Talk to Grey. He can fill you in.” She retrieved her gun from her bottom drawer and stuffed it in the briefcase. At least she hadn’t pointed at him. “I’ve got to go.”

      Mitch planted his feet, whirled his chair around, and grabbed his own gun, sliding it into his shoulder holster before he stood. “Ready when you are.”

      A pause and Caroline pointed a finger at him. “You’re not going.”

      “We’re partners. Where you go, I go.”

      The deep voice of their boss came from behind the partition. “Not this time, Monroe.”

      Grey, the asshat, was still hiding behind that stupid screen.

      “Is this an assignment?” Mitch yelled back.

      Teeg, head down, typed furiously. Syd should find him a goddamn partition too.

      “Sort of,” came Grey’s reply.

      Sort of? “What the hell does that mean?”

      Grey rolled his office chair back enough to peek out at Mitch. “A sensitive one that I’ve deemed Caroline to be the most appropriate member to handle.”

      Mitch had dealt with his share of sensitive assignments. Hell, he’d been one of the those assignments when he’d been a fugitive on the run from the FBI and a murder suspect. He’d lost two childhood friends and nearly lost Caroline in the process. Sensitive? He laughed in the face of sensitivity.

      Which, come to think of it, might be why he wasn’t the first person Grey had thought of for this supposed sensitive assignment. Also why Caroline kept trying to train him to use a filter.

      Fuck.

      He wasn’t about to give up though. Bullheaded was another of his charms. “An assignment is an assignment, Grey. Justice Team rules say no one works alone.”

      Teeg stopped typing. Caroline shot Grey an oh, shit look.

      Mitch grinned. Gotcha.

      From the beginning, Grey himself had made that rule number one. Their unofficial nongovernmental status and the jobs they took on—bringing justice to those above the law—was dangerous stuff. No one worked alone.

      Mitch resumed his seat. “Looks like we’re at an impasse, kids.”

      Squeeek.

      Caroline fisted her hands and made a noise in the back of her throat that sounded suspiciously like a growl. “You cannot come. No way. Trust me, please. It’s better that I do this alone.”

      “That sound you just made is a real turn-on,” Mitch said, mentally telling his filter to take a hike. He winked at Caroline.

      “Ugh!” She flipped him the bird.

      Grey rubbed his eyes and sighed. “You don’t want to go, Mitch.”

      They were both acting like it was a nightmare assignment, but how bad could it be? The Justice Team only did nightmare assignments in the first place. Very few things in life bothered him—unless it was dinner at the fancy-schmancy country club with Caroline’s wedding-obsessed mother.

      And if it were that bad, Caroline definitely shouldn’t be going it alone. “It’s me or IT boy over there.”

      “Me?” Teeg’s voice was almost as high-pitched as the squeaky chair under Mitch’s ass. “I’m no agent.”

      Mitch looked back at Caroline and gave a what-can-you-do shrug. “Your choice, babe.”

      She hated it when he called her babe. Hated it when he had her backed into a corner.

      In the next second, she was flipping open the briefcase. “Where’s my gun?”

      “He’s right, Caroline,” Grey said. “I can’t send you to Las Vegas alone.”

      “What?” she shrieked. “You just told me…”

      “I know. But he’s right. You need backup.”

      “Vegas?” Mitch nearly jumped out of his chair. “I love Vegas! Showgirls, gambling… Did I mention the showgirls?”

      A metal projectile that looked suspiciously like a stapler flew through the air from the direction of Caroline’s desk. He ducked in the knick of time and the stapler clanged to the floor behind him.

      “I’m in,” he told Grey, and then he turned to grin at Caroline. “Let’s go.”

      “You don’t even know what the assignment is,” she said.

      “What’s to know? It’s Vegas.”

      “Caroline,” Grey said, “I’ll have Teeg send you the details of the op on your phone.”

      She sighed. Mitch got that a lot from the people around him. “I hate you.”

      Mitch closed the distance between them and hugged her, giving her ass a covert goose. “I know. But I promise when we get back, I’ll make it up to you.”

      She smacked his wandering hand. “You will, too. You’ll go to dinner with my parents at the country club.”

      “Let’s not be hasty…”

      “Swear it, or I’ll ditch you on the roadside before we get to the airport.”

      Hells bells, he loved this woman. He really needed to make her happy and not blow this. They could have all kinds of fun in Las Vegas even if they were on assignment.

      Raising his hand, he gave her a boy scout salute. “I swear, Caroline. I will go to dinner with your parents at the country club. You won’t even have to hold me at gunpoint.”

      A smile broke over her lips. “Yes, I will, but that’s okay. You’re worth it. I hate you, but you’re worth it.”

      She was probably the only person in the world who thought so. “Can we go now?”

      “Fine.” She grabbed her briefcase and shook her head. “But don’t say I didn’t warn you.”
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      Caroline stood in front of a mirror in a stuffy back room of the Happy Humper, an aging 70’s era nightclub three blocks off the strip that hadn’t seen a decent paint job in twenty-five years.

      For the biggest reality show of the year, the big-shots could have sprung for a better venue, but whispers around the room implied the network exec—aka the head honcho—didn’t want to vaporize their budget during auditions. The big bucks, according to rumor, would be unleashed for the finale.

      Hopefully, it would afford the thirty chattering people shoved into this fifteen by twenty room a little space to move. Whatever. Caroline intended to be long gone by then.

      And, snap, the getup the stylists had put her in would make Mitch’s eyes—along with other parts of his anatomy—bulge.

      The woman who had strolled into this joint wearing a sleeveless sheath and her hair pulled back into an elegant chignon had been transformed into a stripper-turned-dominatrix. The fact that the leather, micro-mini dress ran a size too small and barely covered her crotch—hello to the penises of the world, here I am!—didn’t bother the obviously blind stylist.

      The noise in the room, all those voices trying to be heard above the others, escalated and Caroline pressed three fingers into her forehead. For a girl accustomed to working in a quiet environment, aside from Mitch and his mouth, the tightness of the room and the blaring might make her head explode.

      Noise or nerves?

      Could be both. She couldn’t think too much about it. Not in this getup. Grey would owe her big for this one. Big.

      She stared down at the plunging neckline that left her boobs precariously close to a wardrobe malfunction and made a mental note not to breathe. Or do anything else that might shift the girls in the wrong direction.

      Just don’t look.

      She lifted her gaze back to the mirror. To her hair. Her classy chignon? Gone. Replaced by curled and teased strands that hung in fat waves over her shoulder ala vixen-style.

      This is so not me.

      The makeup artist scooted behind her, bumping Caroline’s rear as she squeezed between her and one other contestant, a tall redhead not as dominatrix as Caroline but definitely heavy on the stripper. The feminists in TV land would love this.

      Someone in the back corner shouted for a hair stylist and for a few seconds the room went silent.

      “I’m here!” the stylist said.

      The chatter immediately erupted again.

      Hassan, one of the show’s other stylists, stepped behind Caroline and studied her reflection in the mirror, his gaze darting up and down in a methodical perusal lacking any hint of sexual impropriety. An artist checking his lines. He smoothed the leather suffocating her left hip and she flinched. Caroline didn’t like strangers touching her.

      Even on assignments.

      Hassan glanced up. “How are we doing?”

      “I’m good. Sorry. You startled me.”

      “That’s all right. I didn’t mean any offense. Making sure you look good is my job.”

      This mess looked good? “And do I?”

      “Honey, with your legs, you’d look good in a dry cleaning bag. Personally, I’d have toned it down some, but the guys running this gig want the sex amped up. Asses and tits all the way.”

      “Apparently vaginas too because mine is about to wave to the world.”

      His gaze shot right to her crotch and—yow—awkward.

      “It’s a bit short,” he said. “Just don’t sit.”

      “At all?”

      In seven inch heels? How the hell long would they be here anyway?

      Hassan shrugged and grabbed a passing makeup artist. “Let’s add some more liner here. Her eyes aren’t popping enough.”

      More liner? She already had enough coal on there to fill a mine. God, she looked like some nasty dive-club stripper looking for her next john.

      The protein bar she’d eaten on the way over tumbled in her stomach. But Caroline, being the team player, one who followed orders and wanted to find a missing girl, slid her feet out of what Mitch referred to as fuck-me-harder stilettos to give the teeny-tiny makeup artist half a chance at reaching her eyes without a stool. Because Caroline wasn’t allowed to sit down.

      Something sticky connected with the bottom of her right foot and—ew—she imagined all sorts of nasty things it could be. Please, don’t let it be infectious.

      “You look great,” the woman said.

      “I look slutty.”

      “Well, yeah. But this is Vegas, baby. And the guys out there won’t be able to resist you. One of the girls we had in here last night rocked a halter dress and they were all over her. The network exec snapped his fingers and the producers signed her before she even left.”

      Caroline did some quick math. “So that means there’s one spot left, right?”

      From the briefing Grey had Teeg send to her phone, she’d learned the show pitted three women against each other. All of them vying for the men’s attention in hopes of finding a husband. Yes, let’s find a husband in a group of men who take pleasure watching women undermine each other.

      Once the final three women were decided on, they’d be sent on a series of group dates and the men chose which woman stayed and which went. That’s when things got interesting. After the first two women were voted off, all control went to the remaining bachelorette.

      At that point, aware of who the men were who’d voted to keep her and more importantly, the ones who wanted her gone, she’d start eliminating possible suitors. And all those boys who’d voted against her? Well, if it were Caroline, they’d just better hold on to their balls because she’d shove her nine-millimeter right into their crotches and show them how to respect a woman.

      “Yes,” the makeup artist said. “One of the women dropped out.”

      Dropped out. Interesting. Had to be the senator’s daughter. “Any idea why?”

      “She was here last night partying it up because she’d already been picked as one of the bachelorettes. She looked happy—total party girl—and the guys loved it. The show scheduled her for a photoshoot this morning and she never showed.”

      “Did they call her?”

      “Don’t know. Don’t care either. Ten thousand women tried out. If a girl screws up, they move to the next one on the list.”

      Alrighty then. Apparently the show’s creators didn’t concern themselves with the fact that a woman could have gone missing from their event. Or they’d performed some slick spin control to contain the story.

      Caroline closed her eyes while the artist smudged more black on her upper eyelids. “Wow. That’s crazy. I guess I should be grateful since her bailing opened a spot.”

      “A little advice, hon,” the makeup artist said. “Don’t leave here with anyone tonight. The producers are watching. And the girl that dropped out? She left with two of the bachelors last night. It didn’t look good and it pissed off the rest of the guys. My guess is the producers called her and told her she was out. If you want this gig, go out there, flirt a little or a lot, but don’t make it too easy.”

      No problem there. Another shout silenced the room, this time someone needed a makeup artist. Stat. As if this were life and death?

      “I guess that’s your cue,” Caroline said.

      “Gotta run, hon. Go out there and knock ’em dead.”

      The makeup artist pushed through the crowd and Caroline took one last look at herself in the mirror. If her mother saw this, she’d drop dead. Bam. Gone. At least there was one thing Mitch and her mother could agree on.

      He’d hate this look. He’d like it on someone else. But not on her. On her, he liked buttoned-up, serious Caroline. Except in the bedroom. In the bedroom he wanted her naked.

      Something she’d never had a problem with as long as he was equally naked.

      Which, without a doubt, she’d find when she returned to the hotel tonight. She’d left him there in the midst of a pouting session resulting from her refusal to entertain him. Naked or otherwise.

      To keep his agile mind occupied, she’d told him to search Megan’s suite for leads while she went off to her gig as a production assistant on Sin City Bachelorette.

      Yes, she’d lied.

      To Mitch.

      Had to. Telling him her real assignment would have made him a madman.

      “Tami!” someone called from the doorway. “You’re up!”

      Tami, her undercover name that Mitch had picked for her. The pity bone she’d thrown him. At least according to Mitch.

      “I’m ready.”

      She peeled her foot from the floor and slid back into the killer shoes. “Let’s roll.”
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      The production assistant, a young guy wearing faded Levi’s and a graphic T-shirt that reminded her once again of Mitch—quit thinking about him—led her down a narrow hallway even grungier than the back room thanks to the dank odor of moisture and mold. Place must have had a recent flood.

      “Hang on,” the production assistant said.

      He stopped in the hallway, adjusted his headset. “This is Toby… Yeah. I’ve got her. Just about to take her in… Okay… Got it.”

      He disconnected. “Sorry. One of the women parked herself next to the door you’ll go through. They wanted to get her out of there. No distractions when you walk in.”

      Reality show wargaming. Excellent.

      Grey owed her for this.

      In seconds she’d throw herself into the main part of the club where, no doubt, any number of men would leer and objectify her. Her barely hidden boobs and crotch guaranteed that.

      But she’d play along. Sure would. Because playing along meant finding a missing girl.

      On the other side of the door, music thumped and Caroline’s skin buzzed. That instant rush that came with a UC assignment. She’d never tire of working undercover. Never. Even this nasty one. Call her demented, but she got off on the lure, the danger of entering a potentially volatile situation.

      Toby recited last minute instructions regarding mingling and not monopolizing certain men—no chance of that, pal—and pushed open the door. The music thumped and vibrated against the floor and red, blue and yellow strobe lights blinked and swiveled, illuminating the crowd huddled around the dance floor. High-top tables lined the wall to Caroline’s right. On her left, the sofas and high-backed, cushioned chairs were all filled. With men.

      Okie-dokie.

      A visual swoop of the room netted a short guy on the right, hands wandering low on a woman’s back and four men at the bar staring. Another group slowly turned to her—hello, boys—and one leaned to his buddy, saying something that made the man laugh. Give her five minutes alone with him and he wouldn’t be laughing.

      Her initial survey indicated three women, including herself, all dressed in various versions of slut-wear. The man-count? Easily fifty.

      But the sizable room left room to maneuver. A good thing in case Caroline had to kick the crap out of a few pervs.

      A tall guy in a trim-fitting Italian suit wandered up to her. His blond hair was cut short on the sides, but left longer on top and the hairs swept across his forehead.

      To his credit, he kept his eyes on her face. “Hi. I’m Evan.”

      Evan. Okay, Evan, let’s play. She shook his hand and smiled despite the smarmy squeeze. “Hi, Evan. Nice to meet you. I’m Tami.”

      “Brace yourself, you’re about to be swarmed by a bunch of horny guys.”

      And her without a weapon. “Well,” she said, laughing a little. “Thanks for the warning.”

      “Of course. I just wanted to be the first to say hello.” He waved his hand. “I’ll be around. Save me a dance.”

      Another man came up behind Evan, smacking him on the back. “I see my man beat us all here. He’s sneaky that way.” The guy angled around Evan, pushing him out of the way. “Hi. I’m Greg.”

      Barely out the door and she couldn’t even move. She’d have to nudge sideways, working her way into the crowd before she became penned in. “Hi Greg. Wow, you guys don’t waste any time.”

      “Can’t with this crowd, babe.”

      Babe. Lovely. At least when Mitch called her that he did it purely to be annoying. And from him it didn’t sound so condescending.

      Greg cocked his arm out. “Let’s get you away from this door and into the crowd.”

      “I like that idea.”

      She slid her hand into the crook of his arm, forcing herself not to roll her eyes when he flexed. Mitch Monroe, lunatic of all lunatics, made these men look like weasels. As much as she needed to work this assignment alone, she missed him. Missed working beside him and knowing they’d take care of each other.

      At the edge of the dance floor, two men approached, one of them not wasting any time checking her out, his gaze moving over her like a greedy pimp and that sick feeling, a brick in her stomach, reared up again.

      “Jesus,” Greg said. “You’re so fucking rude.”

      “What? I’m just looking.” He looked back at Caroline and grinned. “Plenty to look at.”

      “Go away,” Caroline said.

      The guy’s head snapped back. “What?”

      “You’re a pig. Go away.”

      Greg burst out laughing and the other man nodded at her, clearly impressed that the woman wearing half a Band-Aid had a set of balls.

      She might have to do this, but the amount of objectifying she’d take had a limit. And this guy had reached it.

      “What a bitch.”

      “Sorry,” Greg said as the man stormed off.

      Caroline shrugged. “Comes with the territory I guess.”

      Then she turned to the other man. “And who do we have here?”

      “Bruce,” he said.

      He shook her hand, immediately releasing it, which scored him a few points. “So, gentlemen, as they say, let the games begin.”

      

      Mitch didn’t like being thrown a pity bone. Especially by Caroline.

      So while he was supposed to be gambling and watching scantily clad, beautiful women entertain him, he was in a taxi in front of the Happy Humper wondering what the fuck.

      Just what. The. Fuck.

      Caroline was supposed to be interviewing people who’d seen Megan Dutch or interacted with her for the reality TV show. But the show wasn’t at this bottom-feeding Vegas joint, was it? Because even for Vegas, this place was total trash.

      The GPS on Caroline’s phone, that Teeg had synched with his, without Caroline knowing, said she was inside. The sign out front, all flashing neon lights—half of which were broken—confirmed his fear. Welcome Sin City Bachelorette staff and crew!

      Sin City Bachelorette. The hottest new reality TV show of the year needed a serious upgrade if this was the best they could do for their stars.

      Mitch climbed out of the cab, threw some bills at the driver, and started for the front door. He’d been to Megan’s hotel room, letting himself in and finding her clothes and her cell phone still there. The phone was plugged in and fully charged, but it had a passcode he couldn’t break. He’d swiped the phone anyway. Caroline was good at breaking codes; she’d figure it out. If she couldn’t, Teeg would.

      Megan was a social media whore from what Caroline had told him. She’d live-tweeted during the audition, hashtagging herself as #SinCityBitch, and claiming she was going to #goforthewin.

      After that last live tweet, there’d been radio silence.

      Deep bass music filtered from the worn out windows of the club and colored lights behind the shades pulsated in time with the music.

      A handwritten sign taped to the door stopped him. Closed for auditions 8 PM – midnight.

      Damn it.

      A crawling sensation on the back of his neck made him itch to rip the sign down. Something wasn’t right about this.

      Mitch walked around to the back alley. He needed to get in there and let Caroline know what he’d found in Megan’s hotel room.

      Beer bottles and trash lined the narrow space, two dumpsters overflowing with garbage scenting the humid night air. The back door—a heavy wooden one that was probably original to the 1960’s building—was locked as well. No surprise there. Mitch was about to pull out his lock pick when the door swung open and a kid with an unlit cigarette between his lips stepped out.

      “Nice shirt.” He pointed at the words adorning Mitch’s chest. I’m sarcastic because punching people is frowned upon. “Bro, you got a light?” The kid slapped at his pants pockets. “Lost mine.”

      Mitch had a pack of matches he’d picked up at the hotel. He tossed them to the kid. “You work here?”

      “Me, here?” The kid laughed. “No man, I’m one of the bachelors. You?”

      The lie rolled right off his tongue. “Yeah, got the call to audition last night. Guess one of the other guys got sick.”

      The kid, who couldn’t be legal, nodded as he lit his cigarette and handed back the matches. “That whiner Cole probably. We were partying last night with one of the girls, but he couldn’t hold his liquor. Megan, the one we were with, didn’t stick around, but the one taking her place?” He blew smoke and made a rude hand gesture. “I want to fuck her hard in every way possible.”

      Nice. Real classy. “After you propose, of course. That is the rule on the show, right? No sleeping together until you’ve proposed?”

      “Right. Those rules are a joke. They’ve already told all of us bachelors we get bonuses for banging the girl ahead of time. The first one to get her in bed on camera gets a $1000 bonus.” He made another gesture, this one with his middle finger. “Marriage is for douches. I have plans, man. Gonna get my own reality show after I’m on this one. I’m not getting married.”

      That made two of them. “But that’s what the show is about. Finding a partner and getting married.”

      The guy laughed again, all of this one big joke. “Look, this new piece of ass is exactly what the producers are looking for and it’ll be no hardship to bang her, but I have no intention of marrying her. Just fucking her blind. Get me a bonus to boot.”

      No wonder the show had to save money on the front end when they were giving cash bonuses for breaking the rules. “She must be a real looker,” Mitch said, gritting his teeth while he imagined ways to use a beer bottle on the kid to make him respect women.

      “Banging hot, but a bitch. Have to shove something in her mouth to keep her quiet during sex.” He winked. “If you know what I mean.”

      Mitch’s hands fisted. He was going to stuff the kid in one of the dumpsters where the trash belonged and then…

      Before he could finish the fantasy, the back door opened and a guy with a headset around his neck stuck his head out. “Jesus, Steven, enough with the cancer sticks. Get your ass in here or you’re off the show.”

      “Keep your fucking underwear on, Toby.” The kid took one final drag on his cigarette and ground it out under his loafer. “I’m not going anywhere, thanks to Daddy-o being besties with your boss. But do me a favor and get that new bitch under control. No one tells me to get lost.”

      He motioned for Mitch to follow him. “Come on.”

      Toby gave Mitch the once over. His ID badge read Assistant Producer. “Who are you?”

      Mitch’s radar, already on high alert, went Code Orange. Caroline’s cover was assistant producer. Did the show have two?

      Steven grabbed Mitch by the shirtsleeve and hauled him forward. “My new bestie, since Cole was such a pussy and called in sick. Now if you’ll excuse us, we have a Sin City bitch to ogle.”

      The music pulsed in Mitch’s ears as he followed Steven through a series of hallways and into the main room. Toby followed on their heels. “You need a name tag,” Toby shouted in Mitch’s ear. “Go see Anita.”

      “I’m looking for Tami,” he yelled back.

      “Tami? Yeah, we’ll get to her in a second. She’s on the dance floor. First, get your nametag. Anita’s up front.”

      They’d arrived at the source of the music. Bodies churned, dirty dancing to the beat and the light show. Others gathered at the edges of the dance floor, drinks in hands, eyes locked on the dancers. A spotlight was on a couple in the middle and for half a second, Mitch thought he’d died and gone to heaven.

      Steven was a moron, but he was right if this was the new bachelorette. The brunette shaking her ass in a dress that showed off her long legs and generous breasts was, indeed, banging hot.

      And then she twirled around and Mitch’s stomach—along with his heart—plummeted right down to his toes.

      CodeRedCodeRedCodeRed.

      I’ve died alright, he thought, a sharp pain pinching his chest. And gone straight to hell.

      The bachelorette busting a move on the dance floor under a dozen men’s naked, leering gazes was Caroline.

      

      In the last fifteen minutes, the volume on the loud, thumping dance music had steadily risen to well within ear-hemorrhage territory.

      Caroline’s ears weren’t the only things bleeding. The blister on her pinky toe, courtesy of the do-me shoes, had definitely torn open. How did women wear these things?

      Give me a bullet over these suckers any day.

      One of the men dancing nearby shimmied his way over to her and Caroline counted backward from one hundred to stay focused. She quirked the side of her mouth into her version of a come-hither smile.

      The man moved closer, his stare feral. Hungry. Could be trouble. He lifted one hand toward her, ready to grab her waist—no way, fella—and Caroline spun away, casting her gaze toward the bright red exit sign. The one she’d like to run straight for.

      Movement drew her gaze down to the shadowed area just below the sign where a group of men congregated with Julia, one of the bachelorettes. Behind the group, the top of one man’s head became visible as he walked. He reached an opening where he looked out at the dance floor and—oh, no.

      Mitch.

      Icy, hot panic spread from her spine, radiating out and curling around her torso. She swung back to the grabber, keeping him at a distance, but swaying around him while her boobs sent up a cry for help to stay in her dress.

      How the heck did Mitch get in here? And what the heck was he doing here? Of course, he had to worm his way into her assignment. He couldn’t be satisfied with searching the girl’s room. No. Mitch Monroe, ruler of chaos, had to get in on the action.

      And here they were. Him about to see her have a major wardrobe malfunction.

      She angled back to him and for a good twenty seconds, he watched her, his eyes drilling into her from the distance. Pissed.

      Any second now, the shock would wear off and he’d do his Mitch thing. Which, in this case could be one of two actions. He’d either haul her out of there or he’d wrangle his emotions, focus on the op, and grab her up into a Tango.

      Because that’s what Mitch did. He figured out how to spin a crappy situation to gold.

      But the seconds ticked on by and Mitch continued to stand there, that movie-star handsome face carved into hard, angry lines.

      Come on, Mitch. Do your thing.

      Caroline stopped dancing and leaned closer to the man who’d just tried to grope her. “Thank you. I need some water. I’ll be back.”

      She started toward Mitch who stood on the opposite side of the bar. She’d just detour. Detour and pretend to trip on something. Right into him. Where she could snap him out of his haze before he blew this whole op.

      What the hell was wrong with him?

      Hands loose at his sides, he watched her approach, taking her in.

      Every.

      Last

      Inch.

      Heat scorched her cheeks and she considered veering off. Just running from it. The humiliation. No. The guilt. She’d lied to him. Something she’d never done before. Her rotten luck he’d busted her on her maiden attempt.

      Typically, when Mitch looked at her she saw an array of reactions. Amusement, affection, anger, whatever. As a couple, they worked hard, fought hard, and loved hard. Balls to the wall, he’d say. All day, every day.

      What she saw now? The way his chin dipped lower and lower, his lips bowing down, she’d never seen on him.

      Disgust.

      At this moment, he hated her. She could see it in the hard stare and the stiffness of his stance. The steer-clear look those around him had grown used to. Only, that look had never—ever—been aimed at her.

      He backed away, swung to the door with the bright red exit sign, and Caroline picked up her pace, her ankles wobbling as she scooted around two men. Catch him.

      “Hey, beautiful?” Someone said, hooking an arm around her. “What’s your hurry?”

      She flicked him off, kept moving, setting her hand on a man’s back as she squeezed between him and another man. “Excuse me. Pardon. Coming through.”

      Dammit. She needed to get to Mitch. She plowed through the last group blocking her way, but Mitch was too far ahead of her. He shoved through the door, smacking it open, and she caught it just before it latched closed. The doorway led to an alley where the asthma-inducing heat from a blistering day mixed with the stink of three-day old garbage. She slapped a hand over her mouth. Between the smell and her rioting stomach, she might heave right in this alley.

      A siren blast sounded from the street to her left and she glanced over, spotted Mitch nearing the end of the alley.

      “Mitch, wait.”

      He kept moving. Damn him. And damn the blasted shoes and blasted blister that now rubbed her toe raw and had her hobbling after one pissed off man.

      At the end of the alley, Mitch hailed a cab.

      “Mitch, please. Wait.”

      The cabbie pulled to the curb and before Mitch could open the door, she caught up and slid between him and the car, mashing her body against his.

      “Move,” he said.

      “No.”

      She shoved him back a step and waved the cabbie off.

      “That’s great, Caroline. But stupid. I’ll just get another one.”

      “And I’ll send another one away.”

      “It’ll be a long night of hailing cabs.”

      He stepped back, folded his arms and the flashing neon sign splayed red shards of light across the harsh line of his jaw. As mad as he was, there was something intense, something hot blasting between them.

      And that, Caroline knew how to deal with. When it came to sex, she and Mitch Monroe understood each other. First though, she’d have to drill through the wall of anger.

      She closed the distance between them and ignored his leer at her skimpy dress. “What are you doing here?”

      “You threw me a pity assignment.”

      Oh, please with the drama. And me without my gun. Again.

      But maybe a good battle would help now. Get them back to their safe place. That place where honesty ruled and—twisted freaks that they were—became part of their communication process. Fight. Mind bending sex. A good talk. Problem solved.

      But, it worked.

      Prepping for their usual routine, Caroline crowded in, got right into his space. His breath skittered across her cheek and she tilted her chin up. Game on. “It wasn’t a pity assignment.”

      “Sure it was. And worse, Ms. Production Assistant, you lied to me.”

      “Mitch—”

      “—You lied.”

      Whoa. The gritty, rough edge of the words knocked her back. “I…um…had to.”

      He let out a grunting laugh.

      Sarcasm.

      Excellent. Back to business. A few more expertly placed verbal shots and he’d start yelling. Yelling, from Mitch, she understood. Yelling took the pressure off.

      She waited. Anticipated that moment when he’d let her have it and she’d get all churned up, blasting back. Bring it on, Mitch.

      But…nothing. She waited another three, maybe four, seconds, but all he did was nod. A slow, even bob of his head. No hands flying, no animation, no smirking.

      He looked her up and down again. “So, you’re dressed like a whore and you didn’t think maybe you should tell me about it? That maybe the guy your mother is so hot for you to marry should know about men pawing at you? You didn’t think you should prep me? I mean just in case, while trying to help you with your assignment, I happened to run into a guy who might tell me he’d like to—” he paused, leaned in closer, his face right next to hers, “—fuck you from every position imaginable.”

      God. Poor Mitch. Sickness railed against her, slamming around in her stomach. “Someone said that to you?”

      He closed his eyes, raised his hands and dropped them. “Yeah, Caroline. Some dickhead named Steven you supposedly blew off.”

      “The pig?”

      “How the hell should I know? I saw him in the alley. Where I had to listen to him talk about you like some piece of trash. A piece of ass he’d fuck, and then be done with. You might land him a $1000 bonus and his own reality TV show. How’s that sound, partner?”

      Horrible. That’s how it sounded. And she had no response. Zero comments. She’d betrayed him. Unintentional as it was, she’d still done it. Avoiding his eyes, Caroline stared straight ahead at the spot on Mitch’s neck that she liked to snuggle into at night.

      “Look at me, Caroline.”

      No.

      “Okay. Don’t look at me. Whatever. Guilt does that to people. Grey knew about this?”

      Caroline nodded.

      “Of course he did. So my closest friend, my go-to guy, went along. Perpetuated the lie. And neither of you, the ones who count, had enough faith that I could control myself.” He dragged his hands over his hair, pulling hard enough to tug the skin on his forehead tight. “Jesus Christ, I’m an idiot.”

      Fix it. Somehow, she had to make this right. Make him understand. “Mitch, please.”

      “No, Caroline. You want me out of the way, sure. Great. I’ll go back to the hotel. I’ll gamble and take in a show. I’ll let you stay here, with your tits and ass hanging out, while men try to fuck. You. Blind.”

      “That’s not—”

      “—I’ll watch showgirls. Isn’t that what you told me to do?”

      And damn him throwing her words back at her. Rather than leave the love of her life at home in D.C., idle and thinking too much, she’d let him tag along.

      To Vegas.

      Where he could busy himself with craps and the sports book and showgirls. Showgirls, she’d teased, were meant to be seen and not touched. Mitch knew this and she didn’t worry about him. With his loyalty, he’d sooner cut off his own fingers than let them wander.

      And all the while she’d been teasing him about not touching the showgirls, she’d been preparing to throw herself at a bunch of pigs.

      But that’s what undercover assignments were. Lies and deception. Even with loved ones. Mitch knew this. Better than anyone, he knew it. Still, the hurt in his eyes, the deep, deep disappointment, nearly tore her in two.

      Control. She had to maintain control. She clasped her hands in front of her, straightened her shoulders. “It’s an assignment.”

      “Right. Speaking of which.” He pulled a phone and charger from his back pocket and slapped it into her hand. “Megan’s phone. I found it in her room, but I couldn’t get past the passcode. Thought you’d want to have that since our missing girl is addicted to social media.”

      Addicted wasn’t the word. This girl chronicled her life on Twitter. Fifteen minutes didn’t pass between tweets. “She’d never leave her phone.”

      Mitch turned and waved for a cab.

      “Mitch, please. Don’t go.”

      “Tami?”

      Caroline whipped back to the front entrance of the club where the young assistant producer—Toby—held the door open. How much had he heard?

      Mitch looked back at her then to the producer.

      “You two need to get in here. You can’t be alone together. Against the rules.”

      You two? What did that mean?

      Mitch slashed his hand across his neck. “I’m done. I was walking by, saw a guy out here having a smoke, and for shits and giggles, went in with him. Checking things out. That’s all.”

      So good at this. Every situation, every tight spot, he found a way to work out of it. After their time at the FBI and now the Justice Team, his brilliance at fieldwork didn’t surprise her, but this time, the job had intersected with their personal life.

      And he still worked the case.

      The producer let the door close and walked toward them. “Oh, no. You’re not leaving. Trust me, you want in on this. I saw you come inside with that douchebag, Steven. I saw you look at her. And her at you. Bam.” He waggled his hand between them. “Whatever this is, it’s magic. The ratings will be epic. You two know each other?”

      Whoopsie. This right here? Big problem. The producer wanted Mitch as a bachelor, but the show’s rules specifically stated the bachelor and bachelorette had to be strangers. No previous knowledge. That’s what the contract had said. Not that it mattered since they’d be out of here as soon as they found the senator’s daughter. But if Mitch joined this crazy-assed production, them knowing each other would bring unwanted attention, complaining from the other bachelors that Mitch had an unfair edge.

      After what Toby had just witnessed, they obviously knew each other. Caroline squeezed Mitch’s arm, the signal to let her handle it. If, of course, he was still willing to let her do that.

      When he didn’t pull away, she went back to Toby. “We met in the bar last night.”

      “Yeah,” Mitch said. “She told me about the audition. I figured I’d come down and check it out.”

      The producer came closer, waggled a finger between them. “That’s it? No personal connections? No hookups in the restroom? Nothing?”

      Every man on this production was a pig. Every one of them. “No,” Caroline said, drawing out the word. “Nothing.”

      “Good. As long as there’s been no fucking around, we can live with it. And, look at you two. Fucking gorgeous. People magazine here we come.”

      Toby pivoted, prepared to march back to the front door.

      “Dude,” Mitch said, “I’m not staying.”

      He waved down a passing taxi and it pulled up to the curb. She couldn’t let him leave. Not like this. Not mad at her. Besides, now that Toby had invited him to be part of the circus known as reality television, now that he’d inserted himself into the op, he might as well stay and help her. Behind Toby’s back, Caroline made prayer hands and mouthed the word, “please.”

      Come on, partner. I need you.

      In more ways than one.
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      Betrayal sucked donkey balls.

      Caroline was staring at him, silently begging him to go back inside with her. Begging him not to be gutted by the fact she hadn’t trusted him with the details of her op.

      But he was gutted. Gutted and gripping the taxi door hard enough to bend it like the Hulk.

      Yes or no? Stay or leave?

      “I’m telling you, man,” Toby said, completely ignorant of Mitch’s suffering. “If you ever wanted a career in front of the camera, this is your chance. You’re star quality. Camera magic. You could end up on a soap opera. You’ve got that tough guy, bad boy look all the women love. Or maybe land your own reality show.”

      What would that be? Unhinged: The Mitch Monroe Story?

      Toby brushed by Caroline, taking the steps two at a time up to the door. “The camera loves him. You get a bonus if you get him to stay.”

      Fuck the camera. Did Caroline love him?

      Loyalty was the only thing Mitch had ever cared about. The one thing he’d always known he had from Grey and, yes, Caroline after they’d worked on clearing his name of murder the previous fall. Unfaltering, resolute loyalty.

      Fucking A.

      And now that loyalty was as sullied as the alley. The air wasn’t only tinged with the smell of garbage. It stunk of betrayal.

      Caroline started to speak, stopped. Smart girl. She knew he was on the cusp of leaving, not only the club, but the op, and maybe even her.

      “Yo, buddy,” the taxi driver said, “you comin’ or not?”

      Mitch’s knuckles hurt from clenching the car door so hard. He forced himself to loosen his grip.

      If he opened his mouth, even to answer the driver, he was afraid of what would happen. He’d lose it, lose the thin control he had at the moment and start yelling. Cursing. The filter was not only absent, it was buried six fucking feet under.

      And if he said the wrong thing at this moment—which he most certainly would—his relationship with Caroline would fall into the same deep, unforgiving hole.

      “Please, Mitch,” Caroline whispered. “Say something.”

      He’d rather punch the wall.

      Truth was, though, Grey and Caroline knew him better than anyone. Was it really such a surprise that they hadn’t told him the details of this assignment, knowing he would go apeshit? He would have put the kibosh on it before Caroline could say “blackjack.”

      Sarcasm, his old friend, came to his rescue. “Do you get to keep the dress?”

      Her brows drew down over her heavily charcoaled eyelids. “What?”

      “Do you get to keep that incredibly slutty dress?”

      “Why?”

      “I may have uses it for it later when I get you back to our hotel room.”

      And…wait for it….

      Bam. The tight tension she was holding herself together with leaked out like a popped balloon on her loud exhale. “There’s not enough material to this thing to do more than tie me up.”

      “Exactly.”

      One corner of her mouth quirked. “Kinky.”

      He closed the taxi door and waved the driver off. “Let’s get this over with so I can get you back to the hotel, strip that stupid thing off of you, and make you a happy woman.”

      He started to brush by her, but she caught his arm. She’d caught the flatness of his voice, the lack of conviction in his statement. “Thank you.”

      He couldn’t look her in the eye. His gaze rested on her cleavage, which was truly a hardship. Her boobs were hiked up and squished in so much, the showgirls at the casino would be jealous. “Yeah, sure, but we will discuss this. Later.”

      Taking her by the hand, he led her inside. The music had stopped for a moment and Toby was giving out instructions. “We will announce the bachelorettes and bachelors for the show tomorrow morning. There will be a party for the cast in the evening. Make sure you’re available. If you get the call, you’ll also be expected to be at Dominion, five a.m. sharp on Friday, where a van will pick you up and drive you to the mansion to begin taping. Remember boys, you get a bonus for fighting, a bonus for 911 calls, and a bonus for sex.”

      Every man’s gaze swung to Caroline and Mitch’s blood pressure went into orbit.

      The show claimed to be unscripted, but the producers sure knew how to manipulate the contestants to ramp up the drama.

      “Sounds like your kind of show,” Caroline murmured close to his ear. Her voice held a teasing note, but it was masked by nerves. “You’d make a killing if you were sticking around.”

      He would win this show hands down, even before it started. As Toby spit out more rules and instructions, Mitch made his way to the DJ, requesting a hip-hop tango number he’d seen on Caroline’s iPod.

      When Toby gave the DJ a nod to start the music again, Mitch grabbed Caroline’s hand and drew her to center stage.

      The music started and she raised an eyebrow. “Is this what I think it is?”

      He twirled her around in place and set his feet for the tango. “Think you can keep up with me, Foster?”

      Her smoky eyes locked on his, and there it was. The chemistry. The heat.

      She pressed her sky-high boobs against him and grinned. “I’m going to leave you in the dust, Mitch Monroe.”

      They started moving to the traditional tango, the rest of the contestants staring at them with stupefied looks. The traditional tune gave way to a hip-hop beat and Caroline broke from Mitch’s arms and went into her rendition of something Mitch likened to The Robot.

      The dress and heels would look at home in a Beyoncé video, but her ungraceful, geeky dance moves made him smile.

      Of course, his moves weren’t any better.

      As soon as the classic rendition picked up again, he drew her close, enjoying the way she skimmed his body, her hands gliding down his back, over his hips to his ass and back up. She twirled around and together they did some grinding, their hips moving in and out, in and out, in perfect unison. Just another night with Mitch and Caroline tearing it up. Only this time, they were missing a bed to drop into and make each other howl. Later.

      From the corner of his eye, he saw Toby talking to another man, both of them nodding their approval.

      “Megan left here last night with two of the bachelors,” Caroline said just loud enough for him to hear as Mitch leaned her back over his arm.

      Returning her upright, he held her close. “Names?”

      “Not yet.”

      He twirled her out and back, and then tucked her into him. “Security camera west corner. I’ll have Teeg hack into the database and pull footage from last night. I’ll have him check the hotel’s security footage as well.”

      Another couple of moves and she was close enough to talk again. “I’ll check her social media accounts from her phone.”

      The dance ended. A scattering of applause, mostly from the director’s booth echoed in the club. The next song—an electronic dance number—started up, and Mitch led Caroline from the floor. “We need to blow this joint.”

      “We can’t just leave togeth—”

      “Hey, gorgeous.” Steven stepped into their path, his eyes raking over Caroline’s body. “Fancy moves you’ve got there.”

      Mitch’s hand clenched into a fist but before he could pop the punk, Caroline stopped him. She ran a hand up and down Mitch’s arm and smiled. Her voice came out low and sexy. “I had a good partner.”

      “I’ll be your partner,” the kid said with a wink.

      “Did you leave here with Megan last night?” Mitch asked. “You and Cole, your drinking buddy who can’t hold his liquor?”

      “Yeah, why?”

      Mitch patted Caroline’s hand. “Go get that drink you wanted, baby. Me and Steven here need to have a talk.”

      He hustled the kid into a hallway where the music was muffled. Glancing back at Caroline, who’d already pulled Megan’s phone from somewhere, he saw her turn it on. His mind traveled to where she might have been hiding that phone and he had to rein in his lascivious thoughts.

      “Start talking,” Mitch said to Steven, shoving him up against the wall with one hand while he texted Teeg with the other. “What did you do to Megan?”

      “Megan?” The cocky kid wasn’t so cocky when faced with a true badass. “What are you talking about?”

      Mitch finished his text. “You and Cole. Megan’s disappeared, as in off the face of the earth, and my guess is you’re to blame. Start talking, douch-osaurus, or you won’t be able to get a bonus for fucking any woman, much less the bachelorette, although I can’t comprehend why she would have sex with you in the first place.”

      “Jesus, man. What’s your problem? Why the fuck do you care about that cocktease Megan when you have Tami drooling all over you?”

      Mitch banged Steven against the wall again, knocking his head back. “She’s a friend of mine. Tell me what happened last night.”

      “Okay, okay.” Steven looked around wild-eyed. “I didn’t do anything to Megan, I swear. We partied a little and that was it.”

      “Where did you party?”

      “Back at the hotel where we’re all staying. The club downstairs. Waaayy nicer than here, you know, and Cole’s uncle is a manager, so he upgraded us to a better room and we got some free food.”

      Mitch added an addendum to his text to Teeg. Check for Megan in hotel club. “Did you fuck her?”

      “She was a total cocktease, like I said. Bailed on us about half an hour after we got to the hotel and said her phone was dead. She was going to bed. There was this dude watching her. She didn’t like it so she bailed. All that flirting and texting and tweeting and shit? Total acting job. She wouldn’t even let me cop a feel.”

      Shit. Mitch’s internal bullshit detector was mute. The kid was telling the truth.

      At least part of it.

      He released Steven, wondering what the hell had happened to the girl. Maybe Teeg’s hack into the hotel’s security cameras would give them a clue.

      “And then you know what she did?” Steven was on a roll now. “I saw her later, meeting that same dude at the bar. He was all over her. Like, what was that shit? One minute she’s running from him, and the next, she’s having a drink with him and letting him get in her space? I’m telling you, man, total cocktease. I bet he was her boyfriend or something and she was just pretending she wants a bachelor so she could get on the show. Bitches will do anything to get on TV.”

      A tingling sensation shot down Mitch’s spine, but his analysis of Steven—who was scamming the show’s producers as well—still held. The guy was the scummiest of the scum. “What’d this guy look like?”

      “Hell, I don’t know. It was dark. We were at a table clear on the other side of the room and they were at the bar. The dance floor was between us.”

      “Did she leave with this guy? Maybe take him up to her room?”

      “Cole and I left before they did. Cole wasn’t feeling good. Never saw her again after that.”

      One of the other bachelorette contenders—Julia, her name tag read—sidled up to Mitch. “Hey handsome. You should be on Dancing With the Stars or something.”

      Or something.

      A cloud of perfume encircled his head, nearly making him gag. She was probably pretty in that girl-next-door way under all the gaudy makeup. He would have introduced her to Steven, but he wouldn’t wish that maggot on his worst enemy.

      Grabbing Julia by the elbow, he turned her around and guided her back to the main area. “Sorry, sweetheart, my dance card is full.”

      Caroline was waiting for him, fending off another of the bachelors with a death glare. The guy, smart man that he was, turned tail and followed after Julia. “I’ve been checking Megan’s last series of tweets and Instagram posts,” Caroline said. “I think she may have had a cyber stalker.”

      Mitch’s phone dinged with a text from Teeg. He checked the message and the photo attached to it.

      Bingo.

      He turned the phone so Caroline could see the photo. It was shadowy and the guy’s head was turned in profile, but it was definitely #SinCityBitch sitting next to him at the hotel bar. “And I think maybe she had a real, live, flesh and blood one.”
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      Caroline sat at the desk in her suite scrolling through the Twitter feed of @BadAssOne, the man who’d spent a good chunk of his prior three months trying to engage Megan and receiving limited, if any, responses. Determined lad that he was, he’d kept trying. And maybe it wasn’t enough to be considered stalker territory, but in Caroline’s opinion, it was close enough to warrant a good look.

      On the bed behind her, Mitch busied himself checking Megan’s other social media accounts. Social media, as dangerous a beast as it could be, often times put an investigation on the fast track. Whether they realized it or not, people allowed their movements to be traced simply by posting photos and announcing all the fabulous places they’d visited.

      Caroline spun the desk chair to face Mitch. “This Bad Ass One looks promising. Do you have anything on him on her other accounts?”

      “Bad Ass One? Seriously?”

      Mitch set his laptop on the bed and rolled to his feet. At 6’1”, Mitch was all jean-clad long legs and sinewy muscle that, from the first day—the first second—Caroline had seen him, got her engines firing. As crazy as they made each other, a day without Mitch was a day without oxygen. Watching the man move, how his body filled the space, how the raw masculinity reached inside and stirred her up? Well, that never got old.

      And, unlike Megan’s Twitter fan, Mitch had actually earned the title of Bad Ass.

      “Honey,” Mitch said, “you keep looking at me that way and we’ll have to take a break for an hour or twelve.”

      But something in his tone was off. The sarcasm in his normal sexual innuendos had taken on a sharper edge. A not-so-playful edge. Barely a foot away, he stopped and set his hands on his hips. Probably for something to do since Mitch pretty much couldn’t stay still for more than three seconds.

      She stood, took two small steps and slid her arms around his waist, tucking her body against his. The familiar zap shot up her arms and she hugged him close, snuggling against his T-shirt and receiving zero response. Not a return hug, not a kiss on the head, not a single movement.

      Zippo.

      Still, even with a mad Mitch, she enjoyed the familiar salty-air scented laundry detergent he bought because it was cheap and didn’t smell like flowers.

      Her Mitch.

      And she had some work to do.

      “You know I love you, right?”

      “I do know that,” he said, still keeping his hands on his hips. “You want something from me. My guess is it has something to do with that bed. Sex, you trust me with.”

      Oh. Ouch. “I’m sorry about before. About…hurting you.” She backed away, looked up into his eyes. “I never want to hurt you. Ever. You’re too important to me.”

      “But?”

      Ach. The big but. She hated buts. But had to be the worst word ever created. But nullified everything that came before it.

      I love you, but…

      You’re right, but…

      That’s fine, but…

      In Caroline’s mind, anything after but didn’t count. And she wouldn’t do that to him.

      “No but. I was wrong. I know how protective you are and I wasn’t sure how you would react to me being a bachelorette on some slimy reality show. Honestly, I didn’t think I could handle working this case with you. Knowing you’d be watching men paw at me.”

      “So, what? You asked Grey to cut me out of the op?”

      That sounded bad. The truth often did. She nodded. “Yes.”

      “And he didn’t argue?”

      Grey and Mitch had been friends for years. They’d all been at the Bureau together, three idealist newbie agents who’d wanted to serve. All three of them still wanted to serve, but the idealist part had died long ago. They’d seen too much, experienced the sting of D.C. politics too often, and the idealists had been stripped down to realists. Now, here they were, facing the ugly impasse where their personal and professional lives simply couldn’t co-exist.

      Bound to happen. They’d been lucky so far, but luck tended to run out at the most inopportune times.

      Caroline gripped the material of Mitch’s T-shirt. “To be fair, Grey was surprised when I requested to work this alone. I wasn’t sure either one of us could handle it and I didn’t want that pressure.”

      She loved this man. He’d been the only one she could say that about. Even before they were lovers she’d ached for him in a way that almost destroyed her. And then after they’d finally given in to their attraction, he’d disappeared on her. Vanished.

      He’d devastated her. It had taken almost a year of lonely nights, of men who would never live up to the Mitch Monroe standard, of wondering where the hell he was, to understand, even back then, he’d been protecting her.

      They’d been through so much and now, after finally—finally—getting their act together, they’d been happy. At least until her mother went bride bezerk, but still, as a couple they’d thrived.

      I blew it.

      God, losing Mitch again would break her. She’d survive it, she knew. But in the game of life, surviving and living were different things.

      “Wow,” Mitch said, his voice low and…shattered. “That’s…wow.”

      She’d done it. Bitch that she was, she knocked a strong, balls-to-the-wall man to weakness. My fault. She squeezed her eyes closed, fought the putrid energy spewing inside her. No tears. He’d hate that as much as she did.

      “I’m so sorry. I know it sounds harsh. I know. My intention was to keep our personal life intact. I love you. You’re more important than my career. I wanted to protect us by not putting us in a situation where emotions could take over. And, well, clearly, I failed. But, please, you have to know, I didn’t want to hurt you. Not like this. I knew you’d be mad, but I didn’t expect…”

      What to call it? No idea. Instead, she tugged on his shirt and dropped her gaze to her feet. Such a grand screw-up.

      Mitch lifted his hand, rested one finger under her chin and tilted it up. “You didn’t expect me to go all pansie-assed on you?”

      He whipped out that slick Mitch Monroe smile, the vagina melter that could end arguments, invoke orgasms and win forgiveness. Sometimes all at once. Poof—her anxiety blew apart. Just flew right from her body.

      As usual, he’d saved her.

      When he waggled his eyebrows, she snorted. Relief took hold and she rested her forehead against his chest. “You’ve never had a pansie-assed day in your life.”

      He kissed the top of her head. “I want you to trust me, Caroline.”

      She looked up, met his eyes because this was important. He needed to understand. Needed to be convinced. “I do trust you. Absolutely. I made a mistake. I wasn’t fair to you.”

      He nodded, ran one of his hands over her hair and twirled his fingers around the end. Another habit—the touching, the connection—she’d become used to.

      “I get it,” he said. “I probably deserved it. It won’t change how protective I am, but next time, I won’t freak. You have to talk to me though.”

      “I will. It’ll never happen again.”

      “Good.” He gripped her hair in his hand, gently tilted her head back and kissed her neck, running his tongue over the ultra-sensitive spot just above her collarbone that often catapulted them into a panty-dropping, mind-blowing quickie.

      Caroline’s phone rang—Teeg’s ringtone—and she leaped back, fighting off the do-me pheromones that Mitch had unleashed.

      “I hate that phone,” Mitch said.

      “Right now, so do I.” She held her hands up. “It’s a text from Teeg. He’s playing with that image he sent you. Trying to ID the guy.”

      “Then you should get it.”

      She scooped the phone off the desk and, yep, Teeg had sent another photo. A clearer one that he’d been able to crop and enlarge so they could get a better image of the man Megan had been in the bar with.

      “Whoa.” Sliding her fingers over the screen, she zoomed in tighter on the man’s features. His nose specifically. Could it be? “This is good.”

      “What?”

      “Hang on.”

      She whipped back to her laptop, tapped the mouse pad and @BadAssOne’s Twitter feed came up. She clicked on his profile picture. No good. Wait, wait, wait. The selfies.

      Self-absorbed people were the best. The. Best!

      She flicked at the mouse pad, scanning photos as she went and…

      “Bingo!” she smacked her hands together. “Got ya!”

      Mitch moved next to her and she tapped at the screen. “See that bump in his nose?”

      “Yeah.”

      “It belongs to @BadAssOne.”

      “Okay.”

      She held her phone up so Mitch could see the enhanced photo. “This is the man sitting in the bar with Megan. Notice the bump in his nose. It’s the same as @BadAssOne.”

      The side of Mitch’s mouth lifted. “Then let’s find @BadAssOne.”
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      The sunrise over the mountains was beautiful. The woman in Mitch’s hotel bed even more.

      He massaged the back of his neck and stared at Caroline sleeping peacefully. It was going to be another scorcher—he just hoped his heart didn’t get burned again today.

      His stomach felt like lead, he couldn’t shake it. She’d apologized, and he did get it. She’d cut him out of the picture for damn good reasons. That was her, Miss Logical. He couldn’t fault her for that.

      Didn’t mean it was any easier to accept.

      Normally, he would have gone ballistic over her blatant dishonesty, but this time, it didn’t happen—he’d pulled in. Withdrew.

      His nerves still buzzed with the foreignness of it all. He’d forgiven her but he still felt like someone had carved up his insides. Rather than feeling mad, he felt gutted.

      What’s wrong with me?

      Why had this affected him so deeply?

      Coming to terms with that, and what it meant going forward, had kept him up the rest of the night. Caroline had fallen asleep on the couch, still on the trail of @BadAssOne. Mitch had gently put her to bed around two a.m. and went to work on his own leads—and his own demons.

      He’d realized what it was about an hour ago when he’d seen a bride and groom running across the street below, laughing with abandon. The woman’s veil had been blowing behind her in the breeze, her new husband checking the traffic as they’d crossed the street in the early morning hours.

      Marriage.

      Love.

      Forever.

      Yeesh. That thought normally made Mitch cringe. Instead, seeing that couple ready to start their lives together, he’d smiled.

      Smiled.

      Goddamn. Yep, he knew what was wrong with him, and that, kiddos, meant he was in some deep shit.

      Deeper than deep.

      Which, for him, was saying something since he’d gotten himself into some pretty deep shit in his lifetime.

      Caroline stirred behind him on the bed. “Did you sleep at all?”

      He shrugged, poured some coffee from the fresh pot he’d started minutes before, and brought her a mug. “I know you’re confident that Bad Ass is our prime suspect, but something about that picture from the bar Teeg sent us was bugging me. I didn’t figure it out until after you fell asleep.”

      She wiped her eyes and sipped the coffee. Grimaced. She hated his coffee but never complained. True love, right there, folks. “What is it?”

      He snagged her laptop from the desk and brought it over, sitting on the bed next to her. One of her long, bare legs brushed against his and he felt the same thrill he always did when he was close enough to touch her. The lead in his stomach hadn’t dampened his libido. Then again, did anything with this woman? Caroline could actually shoot him like she was always threatening to, and it would turn him on.

      Sick bastard.

      On the screen of her computer, he had the photo loaded with Megan and Bad Ass at the hotel bar. He pointed at the mirror behind the bar where they sat. “See this in the mirror reflection?”

      She leaned in. “That guy? Yeah, what about him?”

      Mitch zoomed in, bringing up the face. It was slightly pixelated but the man’s features were still distinguishable. “Recognize him now?”

      “Holy shit.” Caroline set her mug down on the nightstand and grabbed the laptop from him. She squinted at the screen. “Is that…?”

      “Yep. Toby, the assistant director. He was at the bar, watching Megan. I had Teeg run a background check on him, and it seems he has a record. Guess for what.”

      “Kidnapping a young woman?”

      “Battery.” Mitch snagged the mug and took a sip of coffee. “On a different reality TV show he worked on, prior to this one, one of the contestants claims he screamed at her and shoved her up against a wall when she wouldn’t follow the script. She was naive enough, I guess, to believe reality TV is actually real and impromptu.”

      Caroline shoved the laptop at him and grabbed her jeans from the floor where he’d tossed them. It had taken every ounce of restraint to peel those puppies off of her and not wake her up by putting his mouth on a strategic location.

      “I’ll take a quick shower and then we better have a talk with Toby,” she said.

      “I already tried to find where he’s staying. It’s not here at the hotel with the contestants. Teeg’s looking into it. Meanwhile, we’ll get the call that we’ve been chosen and have to attend that party tonight. We’ll pin him down then.”

      “You’re sure we’ll both be picked for the show?”

      “You doubt our perfection? By the way, I started a Twitter convo with Mr. Bad Ass.”

      “You did what?”

      “My handle is @CaptainSarcastic. My profile reads, ‘Sarcasm served hourly.’”

      He smiled as Caroline smacked her forehead with a palm. “Well, that fits.”

      “Hey, I have sixty-thousand followers already. People love my sarcasm.”

      “Sixty-thousand? How in the world did you do that in five hours?”

      “Brennan might have helped. Teeg got Bad Ass’s IP address which gives us a general area of where he’s posting from, but we don’t have a physical street address yet. I figured maybe I’d tackle finding him from the other side of the coin, hit him straight on.”

      “And you wonder why I don’t like you crashing my operations. I can’t take you anywhere. So what did you and Bad Ass discuss?”

      Her hair was sticking up at an odd angle and Mitch wanted to pull her back into the bed and mess it up some more. The lead in his stomach had softened a bit too. Working cases was what they were good at. “You saw what he posted last night. Kinky shit that hints he’s violent.”

      “Like, ‘bad girls must be spanked.’”

      “Exactly. So I commented on one of his tweets and he replied. He definitely has feelings of infallibility and privilege.”

      “A God complex?”

      “Grey’s the profiler, but I’d say the kid believes he’s doing God’s work and bringing whores like Megan—his words, not mine—to heel.”

      “He talked to you about her?”

      “Not specifically to me. He posted a tweet that said, ‘whores like Megan will burn’ after you fell asleep. I didn’t want to scare him off, so I favorited the tweet and commented that I was glad she was off the show.”

      “It’s public knowledge that she’s no longer a potential bachelorette?”

      “Honey, what happens in Vegas never stays in Vegas.” He pulled up an online tabloid Teeg had alerted him to and turned the screen so she could see it. “Megan is out, and you, my dear, are in.”

      Caroline’s eyes went round and her jaw dropped. “Oh, shit!”

      Yep, gone was the suit and gun. His sexy Fed girlfriend was splashed all over the latest gossip mag in her slutty dress and hooker heels. Someone inside the previous night’s event had snapped her doing the tango with him.

      “What if my mother sees that?”

      Her mother wouldn’t recognize her. “Don’t worry,” he said, smirking. “I’ll marry you and make an honest woman out of you if I have to.”

      Her jeans hit him in the face a second before she disappeared into the bathroom, hyperventilating.
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      After her shower, Caroline wrapped herself in one of the plush hotel towels, loving the feel of the thick cotton against her skin. She’d never bought into the whole living the high-life thing. That was more her mother’s speed. Probably a good thing considering she’d never get rich on her government salary. Still, once in awhile, if it meant getting to use these towels, the high-life wasn’t so bad.

      Of course she liked nice things, she just didn’t need to spend an extra three hundred dollars on sunglasses when she could get the pair she wanted for fifty bucks. Seemed pretty simple to her.

      But these towels? They might make her change her mind.

      She opened the bathroom door and let a puff of steam escape. She stuck her head out and spotted Mitch sitting at the desk staring at her laptop screen.

      The door to the adjoining room—Mitch’s room—sat open, as it had since they’d arrived. They’d have to remember to close and lock it when they left because they’d checked in separately and to everyone outside this room, they were two random people who happened to be neighbors for a few days.

      The adjoining room, Mitch’s idea, of course, was a bonus because they could hide from the world while still sharing a bed.

      And, truth be told, they did their best work in bed.

      “If you love me,” she said, “you’ll buy me these bath towels.”

      A second later, Mitch appeared in the doorway, his short hair crushed on one side and his eyes a little saggy from missed sleep.

      “Ha,” he said, “if you love me you’ll walk around naked in those fuck-me shoes you had on last night.”

      “Keep dreaming, pal.”

      Grabbing a hand towel, she swiped at the mirror, clearing the fog so she could see. “So, until we get the call from the studio, we have time to kill. I think we should find this Twitter guy. Run down his address and see what’s what. Then later, we’ll talk to Toby, see what we can find out.”

      “Teeg hasn’t been able to get me Bad Ass One’s address. What’re you thinking?”

      “Facial recognition. We get Grey to run his picture through the FBI. And, yeah, yeah, yeah, I know we’re supposed to be on the down low, but I don’t think Senator Dutch will want to hear that nonsense. He just wants his kid back. And if our genius hacker can’t get an address for our suspect, something tells me the good senator won’t mind bending a few rules to get it.”

      She ran her brush through her wet hair and slapped on some moisturizer and sunscreen. She’d forgotten yesterday and if they were going to be out in blazing sun, she’d wind up crunchy. August in Vegas. No joke.

      “I’ll call Grey,” she said.

      Mitch snorted. “You worried I’m gonna rip him a new one for hosing his closest friend?”

      The thought had occurred to her. After their fight yesterday, and that horrible broken look Mitch had worn, she couldn’t take a chance on Captain Sarcastic giving their boss an earful.

      “Not worried. Cautious.”

      She patted his cheek, angled around him and walked to the desk for her phone. She scrolled her contacts and dialed their boss. It would be mid-morning at home so Grey should be at the office.

      Mitch boosted off the doorframe and pointed to his room. “I’m gonna grab a shower.”

      Just as she was about to respond, Grey picked up. “Justice,” he said by way of greeting.

      “Hey, boss.”

      “Hey. You got an update for me? Senator Dutch is all over my ass.”

      Cripes, they’d barely been at this twenty-four hours. But she’d give her boss what he needed to pacify the senator.

      “I made some inroads yesterday. Two good leads. One of them is a producer on the show with a history of harassing women. Teeg is running that down for us. There’s also a cyber-stalker.”

      “Ah, Christ.”

      “Yeah. He sounds like a kook. Teeg was able to narrow his IP address, but we—uh—I’ve got the morning open here. Figured I’d run him down if I could get the address.”

      “What’s Monroe doing?”

      “He’s here. Doing his Monroe thing.”

      On the other end, Grey went silent. Had she lost him? She checked the phone’s screen. Nope. Four bars.

      “Grey? You there?”

      “I’m deciding whether I should ask what ‘doing his Monroe thing’ means.”

      “Truthfully, you don’t want to know. Just have faith that we’ve got this under control.”

      Grey sighed. “What do you need from me?”

      “Teeg has photos of our stalker. Can you run them and get me a home address? If we get an address, I’ll check it out before I have to report in at the show.”

      “Give me fifteen minutes.”

      “You got it. Thanks.”

      

      Fifty-eight minutes later, Caroline rode shotgun while Mitch drove the rental car into a six-year-old subdivision a mere sixteen miles outside of Las Vegas in Henderson, second largest city in Nevada. They made two quick lefts, landing on a long block dotted with pale pink and white stucco homes. The only greenery consisted of a young tree or two in front of each house. Strategically placed bushes planted in landscaping rocks that doubled as front lawns added a bit of color. No grass. What would be the point? The heat would fry it.

      “What number was it?”

      Caroline checked the note she’d jotted. “183. Should be on the right.”

      Half a block in, they parked in front of a two-story home with a three-car garage and a stone walkway leading to the front door. Intricate concrete scrolls adorned the front porch overhang and thick columns. No cars sat in the driveway. Didn’t mean anything. They could have been in the garage.

      “Nice house for a kid in his twenties,” Mitch said.

      “And big for a bachelor.”

      “Assuming he’s a bachelor. Because, seriously, Caroline, why would a guy in his twenties want to live on this boring-ass street, in this boring-ass house when he had Vegas and clubs and easy lays fifteen minutes away?”

      Mitch leaned forward and scanned the surrounding area. “I hate shit like this.”

      “The normalcy?”

      “Yeah. We think this guy could be involved in a young woman’s disappearance and he lives in fucking Mayberry.”

      Caroline patted his leg. “You should be used to this by now.”

      The Justice team spent their days investigating people who should have been above criminal activity. Politicians, judges, government employees. All people that United States citizens trusted to represent them, people who supposedly had their wellbeing in mind. Instead, in some cases, they were self-absorbed thieves and murderers only interested in protecting their own inflated egos.

      And when the hell had she become such a pessimist?

      No. Not a pessimist.

      A realist.

      And that realist wouldn’t play judge. Her job was to check this guy out. Innocent until proven guilty. All they really knew about him right now was that he spent way too much time on Twitter and way too much time inside his own head.

      Neither of which was a crime.

      Mitch hit the door locks on the rental. “Let’s ring the bell. If he answers, we’ll say we’re looking for someone. See what we can get out of him.”

      Not the most brilliant plan, but considering the undercover aspects of this operation, they couldn’t necessarily walk up to the door and badge the guy.

      “Alrighty then.”

      Caroline shoved open the door and a blast of heat scorched her. So freaking hot. At least she’d been smart and packed some light cotton dresses rather than her standard FBI pantsuits.

      Mitch walked around the car and held her door while she got out.

      “But it’s a dry heat,” he said.

      That made her laugh. Captain Sarcastic, never one to let an opportunity slide by. They walked up the driveway, the blazing concrete frying the soles of Caroline’s strappy flat sandals. Ignoring the scalding of her feet, she kept her head straight, gaze slowly scanning the home’s perimeter.

      Nothing appeared…off.

      No broken windows, no cracked concrete, no overgrown weeds. All in all, a well-maintained home.

      Again, didn’t necessarily mean anything. Plenty of serial killers had OCD tendencies.

      Mitch rang the bell and a chime sounded from inside. “Nice ring,” Captain Sarcastic said.

      Caroline rolled her eyes and waited. No answer. “Hit it again, Captain.”

      The chime sounded again and they stood on the porch, Mitch, as usual, rocking slightly because God forbid he should stay still. A hot breeze blew and Caroline ran a hand up her sweaty forehead. How did people live in this heat?

      A long minute passed.

      “Maybe he’s at work,” she said.

      Mitch backed away from the porch and scanned the second story windows. “Could be. Let’s grab a bite and come back. Maybe we’ll get lucky.”

      Caroline checked her watch. Nine-twenty. They could hit a drive-thru. That allowed plenty of time to eat, come back and then make the noon deadline for the show.

      Besides, after the night they’d had, she could eat.

      An older woman—maybe mid-sixties—wandered out of the neighboring home and headed to the bank of mailboxes between her house and the one on the far side. Obviously noticing the movement or sensing the stranger alert, she glanced over at them.

      “Bingo,” Mitch muttered, offering up a friendly wave as he made his way toward her. “Hello.”

      The woman retrieved her mail, staying put in front of the mailbox. Smart woman. On a quiet street like this, unknown subjects could be dangerous.

      But Mitch-the-vagina-melter flashed those blue eyes and the woman’s stiff shoulders dropped five inches.

      The man was unbelievable.

      “Sorry to bother you,” he said. “We’re looking for Jeremy Randall.” He jerked a thumb back to the house. “This is the address I had for him.”

      “Yes. He lives there. His parents own the home.”

      Parents. Aha.

      Mitch turned back to Caroline, his look bordering on smug because of his earlier comment about a young bachelor living in Mayberry. “He moved back home.”

      Caroline shook the woman’s hand. “Hi. I’m Tami. We used to work with Jeremy. We moved out east a few years ago and are back for a visit. Thought we’d stop and see him. We should have called.”

      “I’m afraid so,” the woman said. “I haven’t seen him for a few days. He tends to come and go. I think he’s out of work now so he’s been spending time at the lake.”

      The lake.

      Mitch snapped his fingers. “Right. My bad. I think he mentioned that.”

      The woman shifted her gaze toward her house, more than ready to be done with them. “Well, I should get back to it. Sorry your visit didn’t work out.”

      “That’s all right,” Caroline said. “We just took a chance. We’ll call next time.”

      Back at the car, Mitch fired the engine and blasted the air conditioner. Damned heat. Caroline adjusted the air vent so it blew straight at her. “So we know he lives with his parents, he’s possibly out of work—which could cause frustration and bad behavior—and that the family owns a lake home.”

      Mitch pulled away from the curb. “Yeah. Now we need to locate that lake home.”
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      The call from the studio execs came at 12:01. Caroline’s phone rang first, then Mitch’s. They were in.

      Caroline was one of the new Sin City Bachelorettes. Mitch was one of the bachelors vying for her love.

      Except he was pretty sure he already had it.

      And maybe he wanted a little something more.

      The limo picking them up for the party would be there in minutes. Caroline whizzed out of the bathroom wearing a modest, although sexy as hell, off-the-shoulder number that fit her like a glove. The skirt of the dress was long, but had a side slit that fanned out and made saliva pool in his mouth as she walked across the room in her bare feet. She grabbed some jewels off the dresser, and startled when she turned and found him staring at her from the connecting doorway.

      “You look incredible, Caroline.”

      Her eyes roamed over his jeans and white dress shirt, rolled at the sleeves. “Where’s your tie?”

      He didn’t do ties. Not anymore. “I’m wearing my charm instead.”

      She snorted and turned her back to him. “Zip me up and help me with this necklace.”

      “Happy to be of service.” He copped a feel while he was at it, making Caroline laugh.

      His favorite sound next to her moans when they were in bed.

      Bad Ass was in the wind. Teeg and Grey had uncovered the location of his parents’ cabin, but when Mitch and Caroline had run down the address, they’d found no one there. No one had been there in a while either. Dead end.

      Teeg had the make and model of the guy’s car, his license plates, and was searching other hotel video to see if he could determine if Megan had actually left the hotel. While security footage in the bar showed the bar itself, it didn’t show whom she might have walked out with. It appeared she’d left on her own, but had she met someone outside? Toby’s image had disappeared into the shadows and hadn’t surfaced again. Teeg hadn’t been able to get into the rest of the hotel’s security files showing the hallways, gambling tables, and lobby.

      Yet.

      The hacker was good. He’d find a way.

      Meanwhile, Mitch and Caroline had a party to attend and an assistant producer to harass.

      Mitch slid the zipper of Caroline’s dress up to her mid-back, letting his fingers skim the ridges of her shoulder blades. He wasn’t too upset that Bad Ass hadn’t panned out. He’d taken advantage of the downtime to make a few of Caroline’s fantasies come true. Five-star hotel room, overpriced but delicious food he would make Grey ante up for, and some champagne only added to the fun. She’d nagged him about blowing so much on the champagne. At least until he’d poured out a teaspoon on her stomach and licked it off.

      Caroline reached around and bumped his hip with her hand, making him instantly hard. “The gal who called said no jeans.”

      “Fuck them.” He nuzzled her neck. “I look just as hot in jeans as trousers.”

      “I haven’t seen you in anything polyester since our Bureau days.”

      He fastened the necklace around her throat and kissed the side of her neck. His hands inched her skirt up. “How about I bend you over that desk and we have a quickie?”

      She laughed and scooted away. “No way, Captain. I need to be able to walk in four inch stilettos tonight.”

      God, he loved this woman. His previous hurt had faded enough he could think straight again. He hoped he could find a moment to stop in the shops downstairs and get her something.

      She moved to the window and looked out. “What’s going on down there?”

      Below, red and blue lights flashed, a couple of cop cars and an ambulance blocking the back entrance to the hotel. A few people stood around, camera phones on, as the EMTs wheeled out a body covered by a white sheet.

      Mitch felt a buzz under his breastbone. “Shit, I hope that’s not our girl.”

      One of the cops stopped the EMTs and folded back the sheet enough to look at the person’s face. He asked a couple of questions, then let the EMTs load the body.

      From that distance, Mitch couldn’t tell who it was, but it was definitely a guy. Not Megan. He and Caroline exchanged a glance and she shrugged. “Wonder what happened to him?”

      The room phone buzzed and Caroline hustled to the desk and snapped it up. A second later she hung up and grabbed her shoes.

      “Time to go,” she said. “The car is waiting.”

      

      The party was already in full swing in Dominion’s penthouse and when they entered, everyone from the key grips to the top executives checked them out.

      More Caroline than Mitch. Everyone watched Caroline.

      The pressure didn’t seem to affect her. She smiled and interacted with the others like a pro while he tried not to lose his shit every time a guy approached her.

      He stayed as close as he could as they both searched for Toby but he couldn’t stick to her like he wanted to without blowing his cover. Plus, there were plenty of people wanting to talk to him too. At one point, he had a crowd of women around him that rivaled Caroline’s circle of interested bachelors. He caught her watching him while he laughed at the makeup gal’s latest joke. She gave him the stink eye and he knew he would catch hell later.

      He winked at her. Looking forward to it, babe.

      Meanwhile, where the hell was Toby?

      Mitch asked a couple of people, but no one had seen him. Someone suggested he’d come down with something. Maybe the same thing as Cole, the kid who’d partied with Steven and couldn’t hold his liquor. Now they were both MIA. Mitch’s instincts buzzed a warning.

      He was texting Grey when the music stopped and the head executive motioned for everyone to follow him outside to the rooftop veranda.

      A small stage had been set up near the pool, complete with four chairs and a couple of cameras. Luscious plants were grouped in the corners. Strings of lights dotted the edges, adding to the ambience.

      “Where’s bachelorette number one? Tami?” the man called, one hand holding a drink. He wore a giant gold ring on his pinky and a 1970’s porn mustache. Mitch hadn’t seen him the night of the auditions but figured he’d probably been behind the one-way mirrors.

      Caroline emerged from the penthouse, flanked by two of the other bachelors. “I’m here.”

      “Come on over,” Porn Stache said, motioning her to the tall studio chair slightly separated from the other three. “Have a seat.”

      She smiled, hefted herself onto the chair, and crossed her legs, glancing around. “What’s going on?”

      A guy with a ponytail stepped behind a camera and Mitch saw the red light on the top come on. More people trailed out of the penthouse onto the patio. A young gal in a Goth outfit flipped some lights on, pointing them at Caroline and making her blink.

      Porn Stache patted Caroline’s bare shoulder. “You’re probably too young to remember the Dating Game, but we like to do a little behind-the-scenes stuff with our bachelors and bachelorettes. Bonus video for the show’s website. Our viewers eat that up, you know. So we’re going to play our version of the Dating Game.”

      He snapped his fingers and someone handed him a 3x5 card. He passed it on to Caroline. “Here are your questions, and…” He turned to the crowd and pointed at Mitch and two other bachelors. One of them was that scum, Steven. “You three are the bachelors. Have a seat gentlemen.”

      Oh, hell no.

      Steven and the other bachelor practically skipped to their seats. Caroline cocked a brow at Mitch, shooting daggers with her eyes.

      No way, he wasn’t getting out of this.

      Reluctantly, he dropped into the third chair and slouched.

      “Bachelor number one,” Caroline read from her card. The camera rolled. People in the crowd held up camera phones, recording along. “If you had to pick three adjectives to describe me, what would they be?”

      Steven leaned forward and leered at her. “I only need two. Bangin’ hot.”

      Porn Stache smiled. A few people in the crowd laughed.

      Jesus. Mitch was going to have to expand that jackwagon’s vocabulary.

      After he busted the kid’s nose.

      Caroline gave Steven a flat, unimpressed stare. Teeg called it her resting bitch face. Mitch had seen it a hundred times. They all had. Good thing she didn’t have her gun.

      “Bachelor number two,” she continued. “If you were to describe me with a song, what song would you choose?”

      Lamest. Questions. Ever.

      Bachelor Two, on Mitch’s right, squirmed in his seat. “I, uh, I’m not much of a music person.” Boos echoed through the crowd and the kid shifted nervously in his seat. “Um, Little Bad Girl?”

      Nothing like some Taio Cruz and Ludacris to describe your potential wife.

      But the crowd liked it. Someone even started playing the song in the background and a couple of the girls hovering on the edge of the group started grinding on each other. All they needed was a pole.

      Caroline’s lips rolled in on themselves. Mitch knew what that meant. She was trying not to let an f-bomb fly.

      Yep, good thing she didn’t have her gun.

      “Bachelor number three.” Her gaze met his and he could see the SOS in them. “Since we’re in Vegas, where would you take me on a date?”

      Damn, and here he was hoping she’d ask him to do his best Elvis imitation. “Let’s see, where would I take you?” He gave her a sexy grin. “Oh, honey, I’d take you everywhere.”

      The crowd grasped his innuendo and a string of “oohs” went up. Some catcalling ensued. Someone whistled.

      Caroline smiled. A real smile. She even let go of a laugh.

      Porn Stache stepped forward, nodding at the cameraman. “So Sin City Bachelorette, if this were real life, which bachelor would you pick tonight?”

      Caroline looked right at the camera, her skin porcelain under the lights, her dark eyes still laughing. “Do you even have to ask?”

      Steven stood and held his hands out to the crowd. “I’m the clear winner!”

      A few clapped, a few laughed. Caroline rose from her chair, grabbed the kid by the shoulder and shoved him back down in his seat. Then she walked over to Mitch and held out a hand. “I pick you.”

      Of course she did. They would always find their way to each other. “How ’bout that date then, Tami?”

      She led him away from the crowd. The camera shut off, the bright lights with it. Behind them, people trailed off, some back into the penthouse, others deciding to take a swim.

      “Hold it, you two.” Anita, one of the assistants, pushed through the crowd with a photographer in tow. “We need some publicity shots for the website.”

      “Publicity shots?” Caroline said.

      “Yeah. Viewers love the behind-the-scenes stuff.” Anita waggled her hands. “Get together.”

      Caroline’s eyes met Mitch’s and he grinned. This idea, he could get behind. He stepped closer and immediately, like she’d done thousands of times, she extended her right arm, hooking it around his waist, her fingers—those amazing fingers that did wicked-ass things to him—trailing along his back and firing something. Damn. Every time.

      Every.

      Time.

      She touched him and his body went ballistic.

      He skimmed his hand over her lower back, brushing the rise of her ass and he gave her a pat, the muscle memory kicking in before his brain directed otherwise. Because for two people who barely knew each other, he shouldn’t be touching her ass.

      She shot him a look, but nothing about it said pissed. No, that look was all heat and sex and need and he got hard.

      He tucked her in closer, dug his fingers into her waist and brought her hip flush with his crotch, let her feel what he had waiting for her.

      Again, she snapped her eyes to his, held them for a second while a slow smile dripped across her face. And damn, they were good together.

      “Well,” Caroline said, “seems to me, Mitch is having a moment. Or, maybe it’s me having the moment?”

      A flash went off and then the click-click-click of the camera while Mitch imagined making use of the very large bed inside. Hell at this point, he’d bend her over a sink if she’d let him.

      The photographer lowered the camera, checked the back of it. “Wow. You two are hot together. The camera loves you.”

      Mitch leaned in, nuzzled Caroline’s ear. “The camera isn’t the only one who loves you.”

      “We’re good here,” Anita said, “Thank you, everyone. Mitch and Tami, you need to tone it down. A little playful is fine, but we’re too early in this game for you two to be dry humping each other.”

      At that, Mitch snorted. Dry humping? Dry humping was for amateurs. One thing he most certainly wasn’t.

      Caroline stiffened, putting distance between them. “Thank you so much for that visual, Anita.” She grabbed his arm, dragged him toward the terrace doors. “I can’t believe we just did that. We need to be more careful. Let’s, for a change, control ourselves. Dammit. I need a drink.”

      “I can’t believe the limited talent pool. And the crew,” he said. “That’s the best they can do?”

      The thumping music inside had resumed. Caroline leaned close as they passed a couple dancing. “I can’t find Toby.”

      “No one’s seen him.” Mitch maneuvered her around a group of partiers. His phone vibrated with a text from Grey. “He may have come down with something is what I heard.”

      “I don’t like it.”

      “Me, either.” He read the text and felt an oh, shit moment coming on. “According to Grey, hotel security found one of the bachelor’s dead in his room. Cole Wagner. Looks like an overdose, but Grey thinks it’s suspicious. That’s who we saw being carted away. Cole was in the bar with Steven that night.”

      “Damn,” Caroline said, wiping perspiration off her neck. “Do you think Bad Ass One helped Cole with his overdose? Maybe he wanted Megan all to himself?”

      Mitch’s instincts were buzzing like a swarm of bees again. “Makes sense, and if so, we have a possible murderer who kidnapped the senator’s daughter.”

      “And Toby’s missing.”

      “Can you cozy up to Porn Stache and see if he knows what happened to his assistant director?”

      “Porn Stache?” She laughed. “God, I love you.”

      He snagged a couple of mineral waters at the bar, then sent her on her way to work her magic on the head douchbag. He tried to force himself to engage with some of the women who came his way again, but he couldn’t take his eyes off Caroline. He was a magnet to her steel.

      She’d cornered the producer and set her water down on the table. A few seconds later, Steven sidled up to her and put his hand on her lower back, inching it lower and lower. Mitch’s ire ratcheted up a notch.

      Whack.

      She smacked his hand away, gave him the resting bitch face, and started talking to the exec again. Steven faded back half a step, and…

      Hello. What did he just drop in her water?

      Bastard. Mitch left the woman talking to him in mid-sentence and made his way across the room.

      Caroline shifted and ran into Steven still standing behind her. She gave him a quizzical look and reached out for her water.

      Shit.

      The floor was crowded, the music too loud in Mitch’s ears. He shoved a big guy aside, trying to get to her before she took a sip.

      And felt a vise clamp down on his arm whirling him around.

      Apparently the big guy didn’t like being shoved, but Mitch didn’t take well to manhandling. His fist was up and popping the guy’s nose before he could breathe.

      Caroline saw the commotion, the guy sprawling on the floor, and she set her water back down. Mitch left the guy and barreled through the crowd now gathering around the idiot on the floor.

      He probably looked like a steer charging a matador as he headed for Caroline. Steven, having been at the receiving of Mitch’s temper before, backed away.

      Mitch grabbed the kid by his Banana Republic collar with one hand and pointed at Caroline’s water. “Don’t drink that. He slipped something into it.”

      Caroline turned her death glare on Steven and jabbed a finger at him. “You are done, pal.” She nodded at Mitch. “Let’s take him outside.”

      Steven turned to the producer. “Tell him to get his hands off me. I didn’t do anything, I swear!”

      Porn Stache raised his hands. “You signed a release. The show isn’t responsible for any injuries or accidents.”

      As Mitch hustled Steven out onto the veranda, he saw the producer snap his fingers at the cameraman and motion for him to follow after them.

      While he would love nothing better than to crack the kid’s nose on national TV, it probably wasn’t in the best interest of the mission.

      “Bathroom,” he told Caroline.

      “This way.”

      He followed her, watching her sweet ass sway in that red fabric. She carried her bottle of mineral water with her and a moment later, they were inside a plush bathroom big enough for six.

      Caroline laid into the kid before Mitch could even lock the door. “Start talking and tell me what you put in my water?”

      

      “Whoa, bitch, back off.”

      Caroline set the water down on the marble vanity and dragged one finger over the rim. “And me without my gun. Again.”

      “Usually,” Mitch said, “she says that about me. You’re fucked, dude.”

      Steven made a move for the door, but Mitch slid in front of it and leaned on it, casually resting, but his face—that amazing face with it’s sometimes hard, sometimes soft angles—was all don’t fuck with me.

      Wicked hot.

      She was so doing him when they got back to the hotel.

      Caroline boosted off the sink and folded her arms. “Steven?”

      The idiot pivoted back, his head swinging between Mitch and Caroline. “Let me out of here.”

      “In a minute,” she said. “For now, do yourself a favor and don’t upset Mitch. He’s a pain in the rear when angry. And I’m not in the mood.”

      “Who the hell are you people?”

      “I’m the girl you just tried to slip something to. And, guess what? There’s a woman missing. One who you spent time with the night she disappeared. Did you slip her something too?”

      “Honey,” Mitch said, the Captain Sarcastic smile lighting up his face, “you forgot the best part.”

      “Oh, right.” She met Steven’s gaze and put a little Resting Bitch into it. Couldn’t hurt. “The best part. This is good. That missing girl happens to be the daughter of a United States Senator. As we like to say in show business, you’ve really screwed the pooch.”

      “Uh, I think that saying might be more military than show business,” Mitch smarted off.

      Caroline smirked. Pain in the ass. “Either way. He’s screwed it.” She held up the mineral water. “This, you arrogant pig, is the water you just spiked. I’m about to turn it over to the FBI. What did you put in there? Rohypnol? Did you drug Megan too? The senator’s daughter.”

      As expected, any remaining flush to Steven’s skin faded to a pale yellow. Now you’re getting it. “Start talking and we might be able to save you from a maximum security prison.” She glanced back at Mitch. “What do you think?”

      “I think the minute those cons see his pretty face, they’ll drag him into the shower. Now that would be good TV.”

      Caroline considered that, wagged a finger. “He’s a smart man, Steven. You should listen to him.”

      She inched a little closer, only to have him step back. Perfect. She wasn’t much for intimidation tactics and threats. She preferred immediate action. Handcuffs and a jail cell specifically, but this drink-spiking human feces needed to be checked. He needed to feel the hypersensitivity and chest crushing, mind reeling panic that came with being prey.

      And she’d give it to him.

      She dug under the hem of her dress and Steven’s eyes bulged. She’d let him squirm while she slid her cell phone from the pocket attached to her garter. “Don’t worry, this time it’s not a knife. Although, I’m better with a rifle than a knife.”

      “True,” Mitch said. “She can hit a six-inch target from six hundred yards. Imagine what she’d do to you from this distance.”

      The kid gagged and Mitch let out a snort.

      Caroline made a circus of poking at her phone’s screen. “I’m going to call our friend at the FBI. Let him know that we’ve caught the man who kidnapped the senator’s daughter.”

      “Kidnapped? I didn’t kidnap her. And you don’t have proof I gave her anything either. Who the fuck are you people?”

      “People you don’t want to mess with.”

      “Hey, dumb ass,” Mitch said. “Who needs proof when it comes to a senator’s daughter?”

      After punching random numbers on her phone and not hitting send—Steven wouldn’t know that—she held her phone to her ear. “It’s Tami. We have a suspect in custody. Send someone over to pick him up. And bring an evidence bag. He put something in my drink. That alone should get him a nice view overlooking the prison yard.”

      For kicks, she poked at the screen again and set the phone on the vanity. “Ten minutes,” she said. “That’s how long you’ve got to convince us you didn’t rape and kidnap a senator’s daughter.”
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      The penthouse bathroom smelled like expensive soap and women’s perfume. Watching Steven squirm under Caroline’s tough act made Mitch’s day. Finally some justice for the little prick.

      Why let Caroline have all the fun? Mitch grabbed Steven by his prissy collar and slammed him up against the wall. The velvety, wine-colored wallpaper reminded him of a museum. “You were with Megan the night she disappeared. You and your friend—what was his name?”

      “Cole. Look, I told you, Cole couldn’t hold his liquor and we left the bar before Megan and that weirdo guy she came back for. Why aren’t you looking into him?”

      “He didn’t slip a roofie in anyone’s drink,” Caroline said. “You did.”

      The kid’s eyes slid to the water bottle. He knew he was in deep shit but was still trying to act like he didn’t have a worry in the world. “You can’t prove I slipped anything into your drink, bitch.”

      Caroline lunged, but Mitch held up his free hand to hold her off.

      “Sure we can.” He was tiring of the bravado act. “I saw you do it, and one of the many cameras probably picked it up.”

      “But it’s Vegas,” Steven argued, his tone suggesting Mitch was dense. “This is show biz.”

      As if that exonerated drugging a woman.

      Mitch squeezed the collar tight, pressing his knuckles into the kid’s windpipe. “Where’s Toby? Why was he at the bar with you and Megan that night?”

      Steven’s eyes went wide, then he looked away, fighting against the pressure on his throat. Mitch eased up so the kid could speak.

      He drew in a deep breath and coughed. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. Let go of me. I’m calling my lawyer.”

      Forget a lawyer. Mitch was about to bring him to Jesus when his phone went off with Grey’s ringtone. He dug the phone out of his pocket with one hand and gave it to Caroline.

      She answered. “Hey, what’s up?… Yep, he’s here with me. I’ll put him on speaker.”

      Grey’s voice held an edge to it that Mitch didn’t like. “Teeg has security footage of the assistant producer, Toby Gilles, and another man who fits the description of Steven Highland, helping Megan out to the hotel parking lot and putting her in a car registered to Toby. The car drove away at approximately one-twenty-three a.m. Thursday morning.”

      Mitch’s mouth curled in a satisfied smile as he watched dipshit Steven’s face go white as the marble tile on the floor. “Roger that,” he said to the Justice Team leader. “We have Highland in custody. He was just about to tell us where to find Toby and Megan, weren’t you Steven?”

      The kid tried to backpedal, but went nowhere since he was flat up against the wall. Words now spilled from his mouth. “It was Toby. He sold me the drugs. Wanted me to drug Megan for him. Then he picked her up and took her to an abandoned warehouse where they shoot zombie films or some shit.”

      “Is he there with her now?” Caroline asked. “Is that why he’s not here at the party?”

      Steven sighed, finally giving up. “He didn’t know she was a senator’s kid until she told him when she came to from the drugs. He’s got two strikes against him already. Strike three and he’s 25-to-life.”

      Fuck. Their background check had only turned up the battery charge. What else had Toby done? Mitch didn’t like where this was leading. “Where is this warehouse?”

      Steven met Mitch’s gaze. “I know my rights. I want a deal. I’ll give you the address but only if I walk.”

      Grey’s voice went even harder. “No deals! What’s the address?”

      “I got this,” Mitch said. “I’ll call you back in two minutes.” He nodded at Caroline to hang up.

      Nudging his body into Steven’s, he pinned him to the wall and twisted the kid’s collar tight again. “Here’s a deal for you, scumbag. You tell me the address and I won’t mess up that pretty face of yours for the camera.” He wasn’t letting Steven out of his sights, and he certainly wasn’t going on a wild goose chase, which is what he suspected the kid would send them on.

      “I don’t know…the exact…address,” Steven wheezed. “It’s out on the edge of town, near the desert.”

      Mitch had no intention of cutting any deals, but a little motivation might get Steven to cooperate. “You still want a career in Hollywood? You better show us where this warehouse is. Then and only then will I cut you a deal.”

      “But—” Steven whispered, his Adam’s apple bobbing under Mitch’s knuckles.

      Mitch slammed Steven’s head one more time against the fancy bathroom wall. “No buts. Your friend Cole is dead, possibly murdered. Megan and Toby are missing. You know what they all have in common? You. You’re coming with us, and you better hope to God Megan is okay.”

      He loosened his grip and stepped back, dragging Steven off the velvet wallpaper.

      Steven rubbed his throat and shook his head. “You’re too late,” he snarled. “He’s going to kill her.”

      “Not if we can help it,” Caroline said, holding the bathroom door open.

      Mitch shoved Steven through it, and together with Caroline, hustled him out of the penthouse and downstairs to a waiting cab.

      

      “Is that it?” Mitch said, pointing to the warehouse coming up on their right.

      The place was desolate, deserted. “That’s the one,” the cabbie responded. Apparently there were plenty of deserted and abandoned buildings in this border area of town. Plenty of film companies making movies out here on occasion. The taxi driver, a zombie fan, knew them all.

      “Text Grey and give them the coordinates,” Mitch told Caroline. “I’m going in.”

      “Already done.” She pulled a handgun from under her dress and Mitch’s mind exploded with a combination of lust and good old-fashioned pride in his tough, sexy partner. “And you’re not going in without me. Partners, remember?”

      The taxi bounced over some deep ruts to get into the parking lot. No lights in the lot and only a faint sliver of moon, showing him the warehouse was three stories, complete with broken windows and rotting wood steps.

      Perfect. Nice and creepy.

      “Someone has to stay with dipshit, here.” He grabbed the door handle and popped it open before the cab came to a full stop. “Get Grey to send backup.”

      Bailing from the taxi, he ran in a half-crouch to the side of the building and listened. He could hear sobs coming from inside. A woman’s sobs.

      Megan. Still alive.

      Following the sound of her sobs, he wound around to the backside of the building and found a broken window on the first floor. Peeking in, he saw Megan, Miss #SinCityBitch, tied to a chair under a naked light bulb hanging from the ceiling. Toby paced in front of her, going in and out of the dull, yellow light thrown from the bulb.

      “Shut up!” he ground out. “You know I have to do this.”

      “I won’t talk,” Megan argued, her voice shaking with tears. “I swear, I won’t tell anyone.”

      “This is all Steven’s fault.” Toby turned to pace away and that’s when Mitch’s blood ran cold. Light glinted off a gun in the guy’s hand. “If he’d just left you alone like I told him,” he said, his footfalls kicking up dust particles that flickered in the circle of light. “He fucked up everything. Everything!”

      He turned on his heels again and marched back to Megan, raising his gun.

      Mitch couldn’t wait for backup. He boosted himself up onto the back delivery dock and kicked in the warehouse door.

      He was halfway through the door when a gun went off.
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      Caroline crouched behind the desk near the entry door of the warehouse, her finger still on the trigger of her nine-millimeter and her hands buzzing from the blast of the weapon.

      Twenty yards in front of her, the bullet she’d fired less than a second ago had connected with the back of Toby’s left shoulder.

      “Aaarrgggg,” he wailed, his body pitching forward then bowing backward.

      She’d aimed at center mass, but in the time it took her to squeeze back the trigger, he’d spun away—if Caroline guessed right—to shoot Megan.

      And that wasn’t happening.

      Caroline slid her gaze to Megan, arms pinned to her sides by rope and her face stretched in agony while she screamed loud enough to shatter the concrete walls.

      Yow. The girl could yell.

      With all that screaming, maybe Caroline should have waited outside with Steven rather than cuffing him to the stair rail. But being stuck outside while Mitch got to play didn’t seem fair. What fun would that have been?

      In front of her, the exact middle between Caroline and Megan, Toby shook his head and glanced down at the front of his shoulder.

      He whipped back, scanning the area where the bullet had come from. Bingo, he spotted her, his eyes lit with a feral panic. In Caroline’s experience, that was never good with someone holding a weapon. A burst of energy roared into her brain and her pulse kicked—buhm-buhm-buhm. The pungent smell of damp garbage soured her stomach and she held her breath a second, exhaling slowly.

      Stay calm.

      Weapon at the ready, she focused on Toby’s right hand and the .45 still in it. Big weapon for such a little weasel. Don’t shoot at me, you moron. “Drop that weapon! On the ground! Now!”

      He raised the gun and her mind exploded. Move. Fire. No dying today.

      “Don’t.”

      Mitch’s voice. Toby zipped around again to see Mitch with both hands gripping the Sig Sauer he’d treated himself to recently. With his back to her now, Toby was a good twenty feet away from him. Mitch may not have had her sniping skills, but he was a damned good shot and he wouldn’t miss from that distance.

      Caroline sprung from her crouch. “Drop it, Toby. On the ground.”

      He shook his head, the movement fast and unsettling.

      Then he focused on her again, those eyes still wild from panic and pain. “I need an ambulance.”

      He needed way more than that.

      “Get on the ground,” Mitch said, “and you’ll get it.”

      He dropped his chin to his chest, shook his head slightly and looked up again.

      “Don’t be stupid,” Caroline said. “You’re bleeding and need a doctor. Just drop it.”

      Finally, Toby set his weapon on the floor and raised his good arm.

      “Kick it away from you,” Caroline said.

      Toby nudged the weapon with his foot, then stepped back. His version of kicking it, she supposed. As long as he was away from that giant .45, it didn’t matter.

      Mitch scooped up the .45. “Got it.”

      “Thanks,” she said. “It’s about time you got here.”

      Some things she just couldn’t resist. Provoking Mitch was definitely one of them. If their relationship rules prevailed he’d fire back and the teasing, the gentle competition, like most things with them, turned to foreplay. A ridiculous aphrodisiac to most, but not to them.

      Then again, they couldn’t keep their hands off of each other.

      “Babe,” he said, “how’d you miss that shot?”

      Ah, yes. My man. She lifted the side of her mouth into a smug grin. “Who said I missed?”

      Mitch rolled his eyes again, knowing full well she’d missed. “Right. Whatever you say.”

      Tied to the chair, her eyes big and round and more than a little freaked, Megan cleared her throat. “Um, can someone untie me?”

      Her blond hair was a ratty, tangled mess and her short dress hung in long, torn pieces on one side.

      Bastards.

      She must have put up a hell of a fight. Good for her.

      Caroline jerked her head in Megan’s direction. “Go ahead, Mitch. Toby has three seconds to get on the ground before I shoot him again.”

      Immediately he dropped to the floor, wincing as he went. Puh-lease.

      “I’m sure it hurts,” Caroline said, zero sympathy lacing her voice. “Now, tell us how Megan wound up in that chair with her dress shredded and you get an ambulance.”

      “We were partying. I swear.”

      “Liar!” Megan shrieked. “They drugged me.”

      Mitch loosened her bindings and squatted in front of her. “Are you hurt?”

      She shook her head, those big blue eyes on him. Hero worship. Women sometimes reacted that way. Caroline never worried about it. Heck, most of the time she had her own case of hero worship.

      Toby lifted his head. “It wasn’t me. It was Steven.”

      Megan launched from the chair in an impressive show of athleticism. Not an easy thing after being tied up, but she wanted a piece of Toby. Caroline didn’t blame her.

      Mitch scooped her around the waist and held her feet off the ground. Unfortunately for him, she kicked out and momentum sent her heel crashing back into his shin.

      Megan one, Mitch zero.

      “Ow!” he said. “Knock it off. Let’s not get you an assault charge. From me or him.”

      Good old Mitch. Who said he was missing a sensitivity chip?

      Caroline pursed her lips and met Mitch’s gaze. “Seems to me we can fix this lickety-split. I mean, seeing as I have Steven cuffed to the railing outside.”

      Mitch gave her a winning smile. “Well hell, get him in here.”

      Missing chip and all, one had to love Mitch’s sense of adventure. Together they made an unbeatable and highly twisted pair.

      Leaving Mitch to cover Toby-the-weasel, Caroline strode to the door, her high heels clapping against the filthy concrete. She pushed open the door and heat, even now, blasted her.

      She peered down at the railing and the empty plastic zip tie she’d secured Steven with.

      He’s gone.

      Where, where, where?

      “Dammit.”

      She swung her head left, spotted him sprinting toward the edge of the building and raised her weapon.

      “Hold it!”

      He kept moving. Of course he did. Criminals were just plain annoying.

      Most FBI agents went their entire careers without discharging a weapon. Caroline? She’d lost count how many times she’d had to fire. In her defense, being a former SWAT sniper had ratcheted up her numbers.

      Steven neared the edge of the building—dammit. She aimed, let out half a breath, drew back the trigger and—boom—fired.

      The bullet hit Steven square on his right butt cheek. Right where she’d aimed. He stumbled forward, hobbling on the right leg.

      “Just give in, idiot,” she muttered.

      He reached back, set his hand over his butt cheek and screamed.

      Caroline hopped off the stoop, no easy feat in the killer heels, and approached him. “Don’t move. Stay right there. Hands up.”

      His hands—one of them blood-smeared—rose into the air. At least he’d learned to follow directions. Too bad a bullet in the ass had to get him there.

      “Now, slowly, walk toward me. We’re going inside.”

      Weapon trained, she ushered him inside.

      “Jesus,” Mitch said, “you shot him too?”

      “He tried to run. Now he has a bullet in his butt.”

      “Twisted, but I love you.”

      Caroline blew him a kiss. “Love you, too.”

      “I don’t understand,” Toby said. “I thought you two just met.”

      “We lied.” Mitch and Caroline said.

      Caroline gave Steven a light shove. “On the floor. Next to weasel boy.”

      “I’m shot.”

      Mitch pointed at Toby. “So is he, dumbass. As soon as you two tell us what you did to Megan, we’ll call an ambulance.”

      “We have rights,” Steven said.

      At that, Mitch laughed. “Again with the rights? You fuckwads kidnapped a senator’s daughter. Nobody gives a shit about your rights.”

      “But,” Caroline added, “whoever plays nice, might have a chance at a reduced sentence. That might be doable.”

      The two men swung their heads to each other—one, two, three—and it started. The explosion of voices, each blaming the other and hurling insults, all of it echoing in the massive empty warehouse.

      Mitch whistled loud enough to silence them. Just bang. Immediate silence. My man.

      He pointed at Steven. “You. Shut up. Toby. Go.”

      Being a good little boy, Toby rolled to his good side to face Mitch. “Cole and Steven drugged her. They wanted to bang her.”

      Evil bastards. Caroline kicked the bottom of Steven’s feet hard enough to make that bullet in his rear holler. He squealed and she gave him a second cuff on the foot. “Be glad that’s all I did to you. I’m rethinking the whole shooting you in the butt thing.”

      Steven lifted his head. “He sold us the roofies!”

      Mitch squatted between the two men. “Who? Toby?”

      “Yes!”

      “Liar. Cole is the dealer,” Toby said. “He sold them to Steven. When he realized it was Megan that Steven used them on, he called me. Freaking out that he’d get tossed off the show. Ya think? I told him I’d get Megan sobered up.”

      How was it possible that three seemingly intelligent men could add up to such stupidity? It shouldn’t have surprised her. She’d been around criminals most of her career and yet, each time, the lowest level of humanity stunned her.

      In direct opposition, there stood Mitch Monroe, Captain Sarcastic, a man that drove her to madness ninety percent of the time. But, unlike the waste of male species on the floor, Mitch respected women. More than that, he was stubborn enough to go to war for justice. To protect victims.

      And she’d been hassling him about her mother.

      Nice work, Caroline.

      Spidey-sense kicking in, he glanced up at her, tilting his full and perfect lips into a questioning frown. Later, she’d remind him, via those lips, just how much she loved him.

      She stepped over to Toby, gave him a nudge on the foot. “Why would you protect these morons?”

      “The show! Do you know how hard it is to get a show to a network? Nothing was keeping us off the air.”

      Mitch stood, stretching his long legs and setting his hands on his hips. “You know what I think?”

      Oh, goodie. She loved when Mitch asked that. Something wacky always followed. “What?”

      “I think you should shoot them for being stupid fucks.”

      She pondered it. “I suppose I could, but…nah…not worth it.”

      “You’re right. Let’s call the cops. That makes these dumbasses their problem and we get a vacation in Vegas.” Mitch pointed a finger at Steven’s face, remembering their first encounter. “Although, I’d still love an excuse, any excuse, to break his nose.”

      “I have better things you can do with those hands.” Caroline smiled.

      Now that was a plan.
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      Mitch was sweating bullets. Fucking Las Vegas heat.

      Of course, it wasn’t the heat. Not really. He was sweating bullets because he was about to do something irreversible. Something that would definitely change his life for the better.

      He hoped.

      After a thorough medical check deemed her healthy, Megan was now winging her way home to Washington D.C. and her father was happy with the Justice Team for solving the case without stirring up the press. Megan was doing a fine job of that all on her own and a cable network had already offered her a movie-of-the-week deal to tell her story. #SinCityBitch was back in business.

      Cole’s death had been ruled a homicide, and the investigation was pointing to Steven. Hotel security cameras had captured his mug going in and out of Cole’s room around the time of death. The same time Toby was in the bar watching Megan talk to @BadAssOne.

      Yes, Steven might get his own TV show after all. At the very least, he’d probably be on Forensic Files or Dateline NBC.

      Grey, having owed Caroline a little time off after her undercover op, suggested she and Mitch stay in Vegas for an extra day or two. Mitch suspected the pussy was too scared to face him.

      But he’d have to in…Mitch checked his watch…forty minutes and counting.

      Reservation for two. Yessiree. With Grey and Syd joining them.

      Caroline’s face was still all over the gossip rags and internet magazines. Without the makeup, big hair, and slutty clothes, though, no one on the street recognized her. Thank God. She was back in her sensible shoes and tight-fitting clothes.

      Mitch loved her both ways. She was the sexiest, most badass woman he’d ever met, and there would never be anyone else for him. If anyone deserved the @BadAssOne Twitter handle, it was his woman.

      Damn, he was proud of her. Dressing like a porn star and going undercover on a reality TV series was a nightmare for someone like Caroline. She liked being behind a gun, not in front of a camera. While she never complained, he knew it took a piece of her soul to see herself being paraded as a slutty, brainless woman who only wanted a man to make her complete.

      The bathroom door opened and she appeared in the doorway, wearing a simple red T-shirt and jeans. “Ready? I hope that Jeep has air-conditioning. I don’t think I can stand a tour of Hoover Dam without it.”

      Mitch had scored a nice room at Dominion—big bed, room service, a shower for two with those massage jets Caroline loved—and had told her Grey was paying for it.

      Which wasn’t true. Mitch had a stash of cash he’d used when he was on the run as a fugitive. A big chunk had never been used. Blowing it on a room that made Caroline happy was the best thing he could think to spend it on.

      And maybe a special T-shirt for both of them.

      “We’re not taking the Jeep tour,” he told her.

      “Oh, God. Tell me we’re not doing that walking tour you were looking at yesterday. It’s too damn hot, Mitch.”

      “I rented a limo.”

      Her mouth popped open, and for half a second, his mind wandered to how and what she’d used it on last night. When they were in bed. Naked. And then again in the shower that morning.

      And…he had to mop his forehead with his hanky.

      “How can you be sweating in here?” Caroline asked, checking the thermostat. “My toes are ice cubes. You’ve got the AC set on subarctic.”

      The room phone rang. Caroline started to grab it. “Wonder who that is? Grey only calls our cells.”

      Mitch covered the room in a couple of long strides, snatching the phone up before she could reach it. “Yep,” he said as the receptionist downstairs told him his limo had arrived for pickup. He hung up and grabbed Caroline’s hand. “Limo’s here. Let’s go.”

      On the way out the door, he grabbed a bag with the name of the downstairs gift shop on it. His heart pounded out a syncopated disco beat inside his chest.

      “What’s that?” Caroline said, pointing at the bag on their way to the elevators.

      “I bought an extra T-shirt in case I sweat through this one like I did yesterday. I know pit stains gross you out.”

      “Thoughtful,” she said, interlacing her fingers with his.

      She was impressed by the white stretch limo. The driver held the door open for them and introduced himself as Mateo. Mitch had told the service to be sure the guy didn’t giveaway his surprise. Mateo winked at him as Mitch helped Caroline into the backseat.

      “How did you afford this?” she asked, running a hand over the white interior leather.

      Mitch let Mateo shut the door and he stuffed the bag out of sight. “Grey sent me a coupon. Special weekday rate that came with the room.”

      Her eyes narrowed slightly. Yeah, the coupon comment was stupid. He would never use a fucking coupon and she knew it. Plus, he sucked at lying to her. Anyone else, he was a master at concealing the truth, but Caroline undid him every time.

      Caroline being Caroline, let it go, talking shop about the bachelorette show and the fact that the recent scandal had skyrocketed the show’s popularity even higher than it had been. The producers and network execs had asked her to do her own spinoff, Sin City Undercover. “Kickass female undercover agent takes on drug dealers and mafia hitmen,” she told him. “And oh, yeah, she has a gambling problem on the side.”

      She laughed and Mitch forced a chuckle.

      As they headed north, she kept up a steady stream of conversation and he tried to listen. He did. The disco beat in his chest migrated to a screaming synthesizer in his ears, making it hard to hear her.

      So finally, he leaned over and kissed her to shut her up.

      Her lips gave way under his, and she sighed into his mouth, her arms snaking around his neck. She scooted closer and pressed into him, one of her hands raking through his hair.

      The screaming in his ears stopped. The pounding of his heart returned to a nice, steady thrum. Everything in his system felt…happy.

      She was his and he knew—knew—he was doing the right thing.

      But she still might not want what he wanted.

      And didn’t that scare the ever-lovin’ shit out of him?

      Her tongue flicked inside his mouth, teasing him. He was nothing without her. He needed her.

      He wasn’t above begging.

      Clutching her tight, he continued his slow perusal of her mouth. Eventually, she broke the kiss and touched his bottom lip with one finger. “Are you going to tell me what’s really going on, now? Why we’re heading away from the Hoover Dam in a stretch limo?”

      Busted. Mitch sighed. “We’re going the round about way. Sightseeing.”

      “I don’t believe you, and now I wish I’d brought my gun.”

      Good thing she hadn’t. “You won’t need it.”

      “We’re here, ladies and gents,” Mateo announced over the limo’s speakers a minute later.

      Caroline leaned forward, looking out the side window. “Where exactly is here? Wait…is that…?”

      The limo pulled up the curb and parked. Grey and Syd stood on the sidewalk. Syd waved.

      “You didn’t tell me they were in Vegas. What are they doing here?”

      Mitch didn’t wait for Mateo to come around and open the door. Grabbing the bag and Caroline’s hand, he helped her out of the car.

      Syd hugged her and Grey shook her hand. Caroline’s eyes popped when she looked up.

      The chapel steeple shown bright in the midday sun.

      “Are you guys getting married?” Caroline clapped her hands together. Grey and Syd had been engaged since the previous Christmas. “I’m so happy for you. I didn’t realize you wanted to get married in Vegas.” She scanned the Graceland chapel. “Or that you were Elvis fans.”

      Syd waved her off. “We’re not here to get hitched.”

      Caroline turned on Mitch, arching one of her perfect brows. “Mitch…?”

      He took a pink T-shirt from the bag, hoping she appreciated the sarcastic, if entirely true, saying on it. He’d searched for a bride T-shirt, but they were sold out.

      Then he went down on one knee, heart pounding again, but with a buoyant rock beat. An Elvis beat. He unrolled the shirt and held it up, curling his lip Elvis style, and channeling his inner King of Rock and Roll. “Caroline Foster, will you…”

      The words got caught in his throat. Marry me. Mitch Monroe a husband. Holy shit.

      Her eyes scanned the saying on the shirt. “Will I what? Wear a T-shirt that says ‘If I had balls, mine would be bigger than yours’?” She laughed. “I certainly appreciate the sentiment, Mitch, but I’m not sure I want to wear that into the chapel, if that’s where we’re going.”

      Ditching the shirt, he pulled a small jeweler’s case from his bag. The blue velvet covering the box seemed made for this moment. Elvis would approve. “Then how about wearing this into the chapel?”

      Caroline sucked in a breath as he opened the box and lifted it for her to see the two carat diamond. The last of his cash stash had claimed it from the jewelry store inside the hotel.

      “Caroline,” he said in his normal Mitch voice, “will you marry me?”

      Silence fell. Syd rolled her lips in, her eyes zeroed in on Caroline’s face. Grey seemed interested in a crack in the sidewalk. Mateo, watching from the street, gave Mitch a thumbs-up.

      But Caroline said nothing. She didn’t even move.

      Come on Caroline. Say something. Don’t leave a guy hanging here with his heart on his sleeve.

      “I promise,” Mitch said, stumbling over the words. “If you marry me right here, right now, I’ll do the big wedding for your mom back home. Anything she wants. Well, I hate suits, so a tux may be pushing it, but hey…”

      Shit. Why didn’t she say something?

      “Get up.”

      His heart dropped to the ground. “What?”

      “Get up, Monroe.” She grabbed his arm and tugged. “Get off your knee.”

      Did that mean yes or no?

      Reluctantly he stood.

      “Eye to eye.” She smiled. “Better. We’re partners, equals. Remember?”

      “Yeah…”

      “You really should have asked for my input on the ring.”

      He cut his gaze to Syd who’d told him to surprise Caroline. Thanks a lot, Sydney.

      She shrugged and Caroline snapped her fingers to get Mitch’s attention again. “Over here, big boy.”

      “Caroline, I know you get off on torturing me, but please give me a fucking break. Yes or no?”

      

      He wanted to get married. In Vegas. Just the two of them.

      And Grey and Syd.

      Inside, everything fell apart, her entire ribcage collapsing and trapping her air. The last weeks, after he’d agreed with that stupid comment about them making beautiful babies, had been filled with unspoken tension that slowly, brick by brick built up around them.

      Mr. Gorbachev, tear down this wall!

      She hated it. The sudden pressure on a relationship that, before that comment, had been easy—well—maybe not easy because Mitch could never be easy, but…whatever. It’d been good, great even, and she loved him for it.

      Desperately. Irrationally.

      Which didn’t sound so positive, but she liked it. The intensity, the hope, the wanting. Being on that edge with Mitch sparked something in her that she’d never experienced. The world’s biggest roller coaster that she wanted to ride again and again because the high was better than any drug.

      And now he wanted to get married. He wants to be my husband. Mitch Monroe, confirmed bachelor, the man who came and went as he pleased, which she couldn’t hold against him because they were alike in that way. Both wanted a little freedom to not have to report in every ten seconds. Inside their relationship lived a system and that system was based on trust and loyalty and understanding. A foundation that almost crumbled on this mission.

      They worked hard, they played hard, they loved hard.

      And now Mitch wanted a Vegas wedding that would send Caroline’s mother into a rage. Then they’d pacify her by spending a hundred thousand dollars on a big wedding. She could see it all. The perfect venue, Mitch dashing and handsome and miserable in a monkey suit they’d fight over for hours. How annoying would that be on supposedly the happiest—second happiest—day of her life?

      All for a party that wasn’t necessary because they’d already be married.

      She couldn’t do it. Not like that.

      “No,” she muttered.

      She wouldn’t do that.

      “Oh, shit,” Grey said.

      Mitch’s face fell, turning three shades of red. “No?”

      Caroline blinked. What?

      Wait.

      She’d said no and he heard it. But the no wasn’t to him, it was to her mother. Her mother!

      Wait, wait, wait. “I meant no, I don’t want to get married the way you said it. By compromising with my mother. You’d hate that big second wedding and I won’t make you do something you’d hate.” She grinned. “At least not that anyway.”

      He grimaced and held his hands out, confounded by the whole thing. “Jesus, Caroline, what the hell are you talking about?” He turned to Grey. “You believe this shit? I ask her to marry me and she’s talking all kinds of nutty crap.”

      “Mitch,” Syd said, “I love you, but do yourself a favor for once and shut up.”

      Good old, Syd. Always willing to help a girl out. Without taking her gaze from Mitch, Caroline gave Syd a thumbs up.

      “I’m sorry,” Caroline said, “I completely wrecked your proposal. When I said no, I was referring to giving my mother what she wanted. Not to the proposal. Yes, a thousand times, yes, I will marry you, but if we get married here, in this adorable and extremely gaudy chapel, that’s it. I’m getting married once, Mitch Monroe, and it’ll be forever, so if this is what you want, let’s do it and love every second of it because I’m not marrying you again. In twenty years, when we look back on our wedding, it’ll be us in T-shirts and jeans and Grey and Syd as our witnesses. If that’s what you want, then I want it too.”

      Still standing to the side, Grey grunted. “This has to be the most fucked up proposal I’ve ever seen.”

      “Shut it, Fed Boy,” Syd said. “Besides, how many proposals have you seen?”

      Once again, Caroline gave Syd a thumbs up. But down deep, Grey was right. Leave it to Mitch and Caroline to bicker over his proposal.

      Mitch narrowed his eyes. “Just so I’m clear on this. You do want to marry me?”

      “Yes.”

      “And you’re happy getting married here, in Vegas, just us and Grey and Syd?”

      “Yes.”

      “And you don’t want another wedding after this?”

      “Yes.”

      He held up his hands. “Let’s think about your mother a second. You’re willing to take that on?”

      Oh. My. God. She might just kill this man before she married him. What the hell was his problem? Hadn’t she just said yes a hundred times?

      “Hey,” she said, “do you want to get married or not because I’m not going to stand in this sweltering heat trying to convince you. You’re in or you’re out, Mitch. Decide.”

      “I may not have seen a lot of proposals,” Grey said, “But this one is fucked up. I don’t care what you say, Syd.”

      Finally, Caroline swung her gaze from Mitch and pinned Grey with it. “You’re my boss and I respect you more than you know, but shut up.”

      At that Syd laughed and Caroline went back to Mitch. “What’s it gonna be Captain Sarcastic? Are we getting hitched or not?”

      The movie-star smile ripped across Mitch’s face and he stepped closer, brought his hands up to her cheeks, sliding his thumb over her bottom lip, and everything inside turned liquid. His touch did that to her. Every time.

      “I love you, Caroline.”

      “I love you, Mitch.”

      “Wanna get married in this gaudy-ass chapel?”

      She kissed him, Mitch and Caroline style, with everything she had. Just taking it all in, loving him and wanting to be closer and closer because she’d never get enough. Ever.

      To him, she’d give it all, her heart, her body, her love, all of it. Because Mitch Monroe, Captain Sarcastic, who drove her to near madness, knew how to love her.

      “Gettin’ kinda hot out here,” Grey said.

      Mitch laughed into her mouth and she pulled back, rolling her eyes, but smiling as she grabbed both his hands and swung them. “Okay, Captain Sarcastic, let’s get hitched.”
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      Chapter One

      

      The place smelled like Heather. Scents of lilac and vanilla. A cheap, but fragrant perfume her sister had loved since high school.

      The doorbell rang for the twelfth time mixing with the drone of voices. People, food, a constant barrage of visitors. That’s what happened when someone—particularly a United States senator—died. Friends and family gathered.

      From her spot at the front window, Fallyn let her father have his moment greeting the newcomers in the foyer. All the while, out on the tiny front lawn, the press fought over a few feet of grass and badgered guests as they approached the front door.

      Two hours earlier, Fallyn’s plane had landed in DC and she’d gone into fixer mode, giving the press a statement, making sure her father had his meds, dealing with calls from the coroner and finding creative ways to fit the shitstorm of visitors into her sister’s 900-squarefoot brownstone.

      Jordan Lomax squeezed between Senator Morgan’s staffer and a woman Fallyn didn’t know. The young woman’s Latino features were devoid of makeup, her hair in its normal braid. As Heather’s trusted assistant and family friend, Jordan had been the one to find Heather’s body. She’d also been the one to organize the casseroles and other food streaming through the door all morning.

      “Fallyn,” Jordan said, “there’s someone who’d like to pay their respects to you personally.”

      All she wanted was for everyone to leave. To give her a moment to catch her breath and process.

      The look on Jordan’s face, though, told her it was someone important. Of course it was. Everyone in Washington had known Heather. “I’ll be right there.”

      She took a moment to glance out the window. Damned press. After greeting whoever was looking for her, she’d have to deal with them. Call the cops or figure out some other way to clear them from the lawn. A lot of people in this town owed her favors. She needed to cash in and get rid of the vultures.

      Staying close to the wall, she angled around an armchair and spotted a man in a black suit with an earpiece—Secret Service—waiting at the bottom of the steps.

      Secret Service meant one thing. The president.

      He must have come in the back way.

      Taking a steadying breath, Fallyn entered the foyer. President Abraham Nicols was shaking her father’s hand, Eric Pasche beaming as the packed house of visitors hovered close, listening in on the president’s words.

      “She’ll be sorely missed,” Nicols said to her father. Secret Service formed a circle around them, keeping the visitors at a respectful distance. “Her legacy won’t be forgotten.”

      He’d been one of Heather’s biggest fans.

      Behind the president stood Ryan, the president’s grown son, staring at her over his father’s shoulder. His gaze connected with hers and froze for an instant.

      She’d been getting looks like that since she’d been here—people struck by her identical appearance to her twin.

      Ryan stood tall, broad shoulders filling out his Air Force dress uniform. The medals adorning his chest created an array of colors indicating they had a real-life hero in their presence.

      He skirted his father and held out a hand. “You must be Fallyn.”

      She accepted his handshake and mustered a smile. He didn’t know her, but she knew him. His father had asked for a favor concerning him not long ago. “And you’re Ryan.”

      “Home for a few days leave and wanted to pay my respects.” His sad smile seemed sincere. “My father thought a lot of your sister. I did too. She was a big supporter of the armed forces and everyone knew it. We’re so sorry.”

      A lump formed in Fallyn’s throat, as if she’d swallowed a peach pit, rough, and painful. “Thank you.”

      A pitiful, useless comment, but what else could he say?

      The president moved over to them and reached out to embrace her. She flinched, then realized her faux pas. Abraham Nicols didn’t go around offering hugs to just anyone and she’d have to suck it up or risk an embarrassing situation.

      Reluctantly, she went into his embrace and gritted her teeth. She hated being touched, and she didn’t have that kind of relationship with the president. If they’d been out in front of the reporters, she would have known it was nothing but a political move on his part. Knowing him, it still was.

      But hugs were part of the process too. Everyone wanted to hug her right now.

      “My condolences, Fallyn,” Nicols said close to her ear. “Heather was special.”

      Fallen pushed aside the emotions his words stirred. The guilt. “Yes, she was.”

      If I’d only come to see her like I promised a hundred times. If I’d only picked up the phone.

      The ‘if onlys’ were pointless, but their hovering presence, like the visitors hanging on every word by President Nicols, was a familiar weight. Fallyn had a lot of ‘if onlys’ in her past, especially where her identical twin was involved.

      She tried to pull back, but Nicols wasn’t done. “I’ll be at the funeral. Send my office the details.”

      Jordan saved her, stepping up and offering the president and Ryan a drink. Always the hostess.

      The two men begged off, and a moment later, hurried out the front door in a hail of goodbyes, the Secret Service clearing the way through the reporters.

      That’s what I need. A couple of big, burly guys to clear that lawn.

      The media weren’t going to be chased off, though. Just like the swamp of people inside Heather’s house.

      For a moment, Fallyn fought the urge to yell and tell them all to get out. Her heart hurt and her head was pounding. A part of her had been ripped away and she needed a moment—or maybe a billion moments—to figure out where she went from here.

      Work the case. Stay focused.

      It was her motto when Pasche & Associates’ clients went spinning out of control. When you ran an elite consulting firm specializing in crisis management and media relations, every client—from the Bible-thumping politician coming out of the closet to the junkie actor returning to rehab—could make or break you. One wrong move and you could do irreparable damage to their careers, their lives, their families.

      Jordan touched her back. “Can I get you something? A soda? Some green tea?”

      From the time she was a kid and their mother had left them, Fallyn had been driven to fix other people’s problems. She was good at it, too, the best. Her firm’s multi-million dollar net income the past two years and its list of high profile clientele proved that.

      Like her sister, power sped through her veins like a steam engine. Fallyn had even taken care of a few private messes the president had gotten caught in, making them disappear.

      Talk about being in good with the most powerful man in the world. The paycheck had been sweet, but the fact the prez owed her a favor was even sweeter.

      Yes, she was the best fixer in the country. Maybe even the world.

      If only I could bring Heather back. “No, thanks, Jordan. I need to make some calls. I’m going upstairs.”

      Her father’s voice cut through the room. “You’re working at a time like this?”

      Silence fell. All eyes swung her way.

      Heather had been his golden child after their mother, Christina, had left him. With Heather gone—Fallyn still couldn’t stomach the word dead—he’d taken to his bed and dumped all the funeral arrangements and other responsibilities on her. Carl and Jordan had managed to get him up and moving and over to Heather’s place by the time Fallyn had arrived, but she hoped she wouldn’t have to get him out of bed when the time came to bury his daughter.

      “I need to make arrangements with the funeral home, the florist, and the caterer,” Fallyn said, giving her father the stink eye. “You’re welcome to help.”

      Dad turned up his nose, brushed past her on his way to the kitchen.

      The front door opened—a guest leaving—and Fallyn heard a commotion on the lawn. She strode to the door and peeked out.

      A fight had broken out between two of the cameramen. They traded insults along with fists, falling in a heap on the ground. Fallyn lost sight of them as the crowd closed in, ringside seats.

      Oh my God. This is frickin’ ridiculous.

      Hustling upstairs to Heather’s bedroom, she placed a call to an old college friend, Caroline Foster. Recently, Caroline had left her position with the FBI and now worked for Justice “Grey” Greystone.

      Greystone ran a secret agency specializing in bringing certain criminals to justice. Specifically to people who thought they were above the law. One of Fallyn’s clients had run afoul of Greystone’s team last year, and after seeing the evidence on her client—and the confidence in the former FBI profiler’s eyes—Fallyn had advised her client to get a lawyer rather than a spin doctor.

      “Fallyn,” Caroline said after she answered, “I’m so sorry about Heather. What can I do?”

      This is what friends—real friends—did. They dropped everything to help. “The press is creating chaos on the lawn. Where do I get decent security guys in this town? Mean ones who aren’t afraid to get their feathers ruffled?”
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