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        A year ago, agent Kyra Sanders almost closed the case of her career—almost, but not quite. Her boyfriend and colleague ended up cheating on her with the perp she was chasing, blowing the case and ruining Kyra's belief in happily ever after. When she's given a second chance to catch this crook, she's determined not to let anything interfere.

      

      

      

      
        
        Quinn Daniels is an FBI agent with a hell of a skeleton in his closet: his father was a career criminal. Locked up in federal prison, he still manages to torment Quinn, never letting him forget that he failed as a son and a human being. Hard-drinking, hard-talking Quinn vows to stay on the straight and narrow.

      

      

      

      
        
        But when Kyra and Quinn are assigned to go undercover as a married couple, trouble—and desire—flares. Opposites may attract, but can they keep the heat between them undercover long enough to close their case?
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      “A toast!”

      “Another one?”

      “Shut up, Baxter. If I want to toast all damn night, I will.”

      “If you do, you won’t have nearly as much luck in your personal life as you had at work this past week,” Baxter called out from the small crowd gathered around him.

      “Good point.” But Quinn lifted the shot glass anyway. “To all the women I’ve never loved but have slept with anyway. May one of you be willing to try again tonight.”

      Laughter preceded a chorus of “hear, hear,” before the small group of federal agents lifted their glasses and drank deeply. Quinn tossed back the shot in his hand. And called for another.

      “You aren’t even going to be able to walk, let alone hook up with a woman tonight, Daniels,” someone quipped. The dark, cozy pub was a block from the Federal Bureau of Investigation’s Detroit field office and was a favorite after-work hangout.

      “I have a better chance than you, Jones.”

      The laughter was even louder at that one.

      “Another toast,” Quinn Daniels called. Before he could lift his glass, however, the door to the pub opened and the dim light from the street lamps spilled into the room. A tall, lean blond woman stepped inside. She wore a gray pinstriped pantsuit, and her hair was pulled back into a ponytail. On her face was the barest hint of makeup and a frown.

      “Kyra Sanders!” Quinn called out as the woman paused just inside the door, probably waiting for her eyes to adjust to the dark atmosphere. “A toast to Sanders,” he said. He lifted his shot glass. His cronies all did the same and looked at him expectantly.

      Kyra narrowed her eyes and watched him, but did not say a word.

      “To the agent with the longest-standing open case in the Detroit office. Hear, hear!”

      “Hear, hear!”

      “To Kyra!”

      Another round of cheers. Another round of drinks. She stood by the door, enduring it for a moment before she strode past him, walking on sensible yet not unsexy heels, and bellied up to the bar. She ordered a beer while he stumbled over to stand next to her, swaying slightly on his feet. He figured he was about three sheets to the wind, heading toward four.

      Quinn generally kept his personal life—or lack thereof—and his professional life strictly separate. But when a hot blond started working in his office, it was hard to ignore her. Kyra had transferred to the Detroit office some six months prior and thus far had hardly said half a dozen words to him—or any of the other male agents, so far as he could tell.

      She was different from the women he normally hit on. More introverted, more—shy. Which, in truth, pissed him off that he was even attracted to her, because those were qualities his mother had, and he had a strict rule to avoid all women who even remotely had anything in common with his late mother.

      “A beer? Don’t you want to do a shot with me?” he asked, leering at the chest tucked away behind her standard business suit. No sexy lace, no hint of cleavage for him to ogle.

      “I’m good, thanks.”

      “That accent of yours sure is sexy.” Had he realized how alluring a drawl could be, he might have considered taking a position in one of the southern offices when he was first starting out with the feds.

      “It’s not an accent. Now go away, Quinn. I’m not interested.”

      “I’ve heard you aren’t interested in anyone. How come? Don’t swing this way? You and Raquel are best buds, but I know she swings this way, considering she hasn’t stopped smiling since she hooked up with that civilian.”

      “Jorge. Her husband’s name is Jorge.”

      “What? She up and married that guy?”

      Kyra shook her head. “They’ve been married for five years. I’ve been in this office less than six months and even I know that.”

      He shrugged. “I don’t give a rat’s ass what everyone else does when they aren’t on the clock.”

      She paid for her beer and took a sip before giving him a mock salute with the bottle. “See you around, Quinn.” She moved away from the bar in the opposite direction of where he had been gathered with his cronies. When she slipped into a booth, he sat on the bench opposite her.

      Even in his drunken state he recognized a strange attraction to Kyra Sanders, one that was different from the standard desire to sleep with a woman simply because she had tits and nice legs. Actually, it was only when he was sloshed that he was willing to admit to the allure. When he was sober, he stayed the hell away from her.

      Tonight, Quinn was trashed. So instead of heading back to the other agents, he followed Kyra. “Where are you going? The party’s over there. We’re celebrating.”

      She sighed. “I know you are thrilled to have finally closed that kidnapping case. I’m glad for you. But I’m not really in the mood to be sociable.”

      “Why? Because your case is still open? Come on, Sanders. We’re all friends here.”

      “I just want to drink my beer alone and in peace, Quinn.”

      “Why’d you come to a bar, then?” he slurred. “Hard to be alone in a place like this. In fact, people come here for the express purpose of not being alone.”

      “Good point.” She pushed away the barely touched beer and slid out of the booth. “Good night. I’m out of here.”

      He snagged her arm before she could slip away. “Why don’t you take me home tonight?” he suggested. “I’ll make sure you wake up alone.” Shit, he really was wasted. Did he just proposition her? Quinn wasn’t at all above taking random women home from bars—in fact, that was his preferred modus operandi—but Kyra Sanders was not that type of woman. Which was one of a dozen reasons he stayed the hell away from her—again, when he was sober.

      “You’re a real sleaze, you know that, Quinn?”

      He shrugged. “Beats the alternative.”

      A peculiar look crawled across her face before she shook her head and it disappeared. “Find someone else,” she suggested as she shook off his hand. “You aren’t my type.”

      She brushed him off and took a step away. Quinn grabbed her arm again. When she lifted that cool blue gaze to his face, he saw trepidation there. He dropped his hand.

      “You’ll close your case, Sanders. You’re a good agent. Definitely better than this perp you’ve been chasing.”

      Her eyes flared, the apprehension shifting to surprise. He wasn’t one to dole out compliments. Hell, he wasn’t one to talk to her at all. They’d been working out of the same office, their desks a dozen feet apart, for six months, and he hadn’t done anything beyond the obligatory handshake on her first day, when his boss, Nico, walked her around and introduced her to the other field agents.

      “Thanks,” she said, and then she left the bar before he could figure out a way to stop her.
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        * * *

      

      Unlike his promise to Kyra, he wasn’t alone when he woke up the next morning. It was okay, though, because the bed partner was his stand-by fuck buddy, Phoebe Manard. Quinn cracked one eye and waited for it to focus on the shape of the sleeping woman. A mass of dark waves splashed across the pillow. Her big, dark eyes were closed at the moment, and her red, sensual lips were pursed in sleep. One naked breast was revealed by the blanket that had slipped off at some point in the night.

      He rolled away from her and muttered a few choice oaths as he struggled out of the bed. It took him a minute to comprehend that he was naked, too. Unabashedly he walked through the room to the bathroom, then pissed without closing the door. He swallowed a handful of pain pills to combat the pounding headache and returned to the bedroom.

      Phoebe was awake, lying in the bed, her head propped in her hand. The sheet draped over her waist, revealing beautiful breasts that he had no idea if he’d even touched last night.

      “Morning,” she said, her voice a purr.

      Quinn rubbed a hand over the stubble coating his chin and walked over to the dresser, grabbed a pair of gym pants, and pulled them over his hips. “I take it I called you at some point last night?”

      She smiled as she sat up and dressed. “Apparently, your friends would not let you leave the bar on your own last night. You were too drunk, and they were afraid you would do something stupid. So you called me and I picked you up.”

      “Oh. Did we…?” He couldn’t remember. It wasn’t the first time, so he figured Phoebe wouldn’t be insulted.

      “Nope. You had good intentions, but you passed out before anything could happen.”

      “Huh.” Phoebe was hot as hell and was almost always up for a quick fuck, but his head felt like it was about to explode, dampening any possible interest he might have in making up for last night.

      “Can you give me a ride to pick up my truck?” he asked.

      She looked into the mirror attached to the dresser and ran a hand through her tangled curls. “You really are an ass, you know that, Quinn? It’s a good thing I know that and have no other expectations.”

      “If you don’t like the terms of our relationship, you can ignore my calls, you know.”

      She tossed a saucy look over her shoulder as she headed toward the bathroom. “I didn’t say I didn’t like the terms. You’re pretty fantastic in bed, when you’re not drunk. And I have no desire whatsoever to attempt any sort of real relationship with you. I could not handle your emotional baggage. But just once, I would like you to be grateful when I rescue your ass. Just once.”

      She closed the bathroom door.

      Emotional baggage. He didn’t respond to her accusation, because, frankly, she was right. He had a shit-ton of emotional baggage. He wouldn’t wish his issues on anyone.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      He was back home, his truck securely parked in the garage, before the call came. He knew it would, eventually. He just never knew precisely when. For a brief moment, he contemplated not answering, but he was helpless to cut these ties, and so he pressed the button and accepted the charges.

      “Closed your case, I see.” The voice was sandpaper rough from too many cigarettes over too many years.

      Quinn sometimes wondered if one day, this call would be of a different nature. “I have cancer. I’m dying.” How would he react to a call like that?

      “Yeah, I did.” The miserable, love-starved child in him still waited for praise that never came. Never had, never would. And he hated himself a little more each time he hoped.

      The man on the line snorted. “You got lucky. The bastard who took those kids was stupid. If it had been me, I would have—” And then Quinn’s father proceeded to tell him exactly how a criminal mastermind would have been able to elude the FBI for so much longer than the man who was now in prison, charged with multiple counts of federal kidnapping and human trafficking. Many parents, many kids, could sleep comfortably now, thanks to Quinn.

      Not that his father would ever acknowledge such a thing.

      “Are you done yet?” Quinn interrupted. “I have things to do.”

      “What? Gloat about your great victory over the criminal class? You’ll never catch us all, you know that, right? Your kind is outnumbered. You’ll always be outnumbered.”

      His kind. The good guys. As much as Quinn viewed the world in black and white, so too did his father. As far as he was concerned, it was the one and only thing they had in common.

      “That doesn’t mean we won’t keep trying,” he retorted, goaded, as ever, into the same futile argument he’d had with the man for these past seven years. Ever since Lawrence Daniels was finally arrested and thrown into prison.

      “You’ll never win,” Larry replied.

      “We beat you, didn’t we?” Quinn shot back.

      “You got lucky. Everybody gets lucky sometimes.”

      Luck had nothing to do with the day his father was arrested. But he knew he would never win this argument. That was about as likely as the Lions, Tigers, Pistons, and Red Wings all winning their respective championships in the same year. Never gonna happen.

      “I’ll bank on that sort of luck any time,” he said. “This chat has been enlightening, as always, but I gotta go. Enjoy your incarceration.” He disconnected before his father could come up with a suitable retort that would inevitably pull Quinn into an argument that would leave him even more emotionally drained and no less satisfied with himself, or his life.

      He tossed the cell phone onto the kitchen counter and then walked over to the cabinet next to the stove, which housed his liquor assortment. He selected a half-empty bottle of Jim Beam, twisted off the cap, and lifted the bottle to his lips. Might as well start the day off right.

      At least it would kill the hangover from the night before.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Two


          

        

      

    

    
      “We’re good to go.”

      “Finally.” Kyra dropped into the cracked faux-leather chair positioned across from the director’s desk. “I am so ready to close this case. You have no idea.”

      “Yeah, actually, I do.” The look Nico gave her spoke volumes. He understood because she’d had to give full disclosure when she asked for the transfer from Dallas to Detroit. While her previous director hadn’t bothered to check that the door didn’t slam her in the ass on the way out, her current boss hadn’t wanted to take on another agent without knowing all the facts. All of them.

      So, Nico knew she had been chasing the same perp for damn near two years now. Knew the case had been a hairsbreadth away from closing about a year ago. He knew why she hadn’t closed it, too.

      Even after everything went sour, when her perp disappeared like smoke, even after her former boss told her to quit chasing shadows and move on with her life, Kyra hadn’t relented. And it paid off. Eight months ago, she’d caught a break, figured out the perp had relocated to the Detroit area. She hadn’t hesitated to put in for a temporary transfer. The director in Dallas likely would have given her a permanent transfer had she asked—he wanted her in his office as much as she wanted to be there—but she hadn’t. Despite the way things went down with her case, her family, her life was still in Dallas. She hadn’t been ready to walk away entirely.

      Kyra nodded. “Sorry. Right. So who’s my partner on this?”

      Nico glanced at the computer monitor perched on his desk. “Obviously it needs to be a male agent.”

      “Of course. That makes sense.”

      “It also makes sense to use someone from the Detroit office, instead of asking someone to come in from out of town.”

      “Okay, sure,” she said, not understanding why he felt the need to explain all of this before telling her who would be going undercover with her for the foreseeable future.

      “It was actually slim pickings after I had a look at everyone’s caseload. In fact, only one agent currently has a clear desk.”

      Suspicion bloomed in her mind. There was only one reason Nico would be so hesitant to come right out and tell her the name of her temporary partner. Suddenly, she shot to her feet.

      “No,” she blurted.

      “You don’t even know who⁠—”

      “Quinn Daniels. He just wrapped up his case on Friday. I ran into him while he was celebrating at the bar. And I repeat: No. I can’t. Find someone else. Anyone else. Please, Nico.”
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        * * *

      

      “You have a new case.”

      “I’m shocked that the criminal element wouldn’t give me at least one full workday to relax.” Quinn’s voice was full of sarcasm, but he was resigned to the fact that he was already back to reading files and sitting stakeouts.

      “You had the weekend.”

      “Nice of the bad guys to give me that. What’s the latest crime?”

      “Actually, it isn’t a new case,” Nico amended. “You’re going to help somebody else close theirs.”

      “What, I’m The Closer now?” he asked, referring to Cullen Lawry from the New Orleans field office, who had a reputation as one of the FBI’s best agents.

      Nico shook his head. “More like we needed a specific type of agent who wasn’t in the middle of something else at the moment.”

      He lifted his eyebrows. “What type of agent?”

      “Male. Looks to be late twenties, maybe early thirties. Doesn’t have a jealous wife at home who might be annoyed by the fact that he’s going to play house with another woman for the next few weeks.”

      It took him a few moments to comprehend. He narrowed his eyes to study the man who had twenty years on him yet still had a head of thick, wavy hair and sharp, blue eyes. Nico greeted his look with a mild one of his own.

      “Are you telling me I’m going undercover?”

      Without breaking eye contact, Nico nodded.

      “As part of a married couple?”

      Nico nodded again.

      Hmmm. Among the various field agents in the Detroit office there were only three possibilities, unless Nico intended for him to be part of a gay couple.

      “With Raquel?” Raquel Smith was hot. With all that dark, curly hair, chocolate-brown eyes, and slinky body, he had no problem with the idea of cozying up to her for however long it took to solve her case. Raquel had started at the Detroit office a year before Quinn, and over the years, he’d periodically gotten drunk and hit on her. She’d never taken him up on his offer. He didn’t blame her. But he still wouldn’t mind sleeping with her.

      Nico made a face. “Raquel just had a baby, not three weeks ago,” he said in a voice that indicated Quinn was an idiot for not realizing it.

      “Oh.” He raked his hand through his hair. “Now that you say that, I guess I remember she was getting pretty big here recently.”

      Nico shook his head in exasperation. “Quinn, I really feel sorry for you when you finally end up falling in love.”

      “Won’t happen,” he said with absolute conviction.

      “Sure, it will,” Nico replied. “You just won’t realize it when it does. I hope to hell you figure it out before you do something stupid and let her get away. Because she’s going to be worth keeping.”

      When in the hell had his boss started sounding like his mother, dead seven years now? He didn’t think about her very often anymore, but when he did, those thoughts were rarely positive. She’d been a timid, fearful woman who let Quinn’s father slap her around for far too many years. With those two role models, he figured he didn’t stand a chance of having a healthy, long-term relationship. Best to avoid it altogether.

      To make his comments even more bizarre, Nico knew about Quinn’s past. It was his boss who had fought to keep him as part of the team after Quinn’s father had been arrested.

      “Falling in love, all that domestic shit, it isn’t in the cards.”

      “Don’t sell yourself short, Quinn. You need to stop thinking that you or your offspring are going to turn out like your parents. You’re a good guy. You just need to believe it.”

      “Quit with the warm, fuzzy bullshit, Nico, and give me the assignment.”

      Nico slid a small stack of papers across his desk. “It’s Kyra Sanders’s case.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Three


          

        

      

    

    
      Quinn was scheduled to begin working with Kyra on Wednesday. He had two days to wrap things up at his own apartment, pack a bag, and head over to the address noted in the file Nico had given him. He and his fellow agent would be living as husband and wife, every second of every day, until the case was closed.

      Which meant he had something to take care of first.

      “What a pleasant surprise to have you here on a Tuesday, Mr. Daniels.” The elderly clergyman had known him since he was a pre-teen, yet refused to call him by his first name. He called it a show of respect. Quinn called it a reminder of his asshole father.

      Not that he ever said so in front of the priest.

      “I’m going undercover, starting tomorrow.” Quinn grunted as he lifted a heavy box, full of bags of flour. He carried the box of food from the back of the truck into the community hall attached to the church and placed it next to the row of boxes he’d already delivered.

      “I don’t know when I’ll be back again. Could be a few weeks.”

      “Well, I’ll certainly take what I can get. Tuesdays are so much better for volunteering anyway, since that’s when we get most of our deliveries.”

      Quinn heard the hint, but he ignored it. He volunteered on Saturdays, because that was the only day of the week he could reasonably commit to, and they both knew it.

      “So who normally unloads all this stuff?” he asked as he returned to the truck and pulled out another box of donated food. The priest shuffled after him.

      “Oh, it depends. Usually I can talk whoever is donating into carrying it inside. In the case of this big truck, I either do it myself, or if it still isn’t done when the driver is ready to leave, he manages to stir up enough humility to do it for me.” He shot a disgruntled look at the guy lounging in the cab, reading a newspaper, and completely ignoring the two men.

      Quinn spared a glance at the frail priest. He had to be eighty if he was a day. His shoulders were stooped, his hands gnarled with arthritis. Maybe Nico would be open to letting him take a few hours each Tuesday to head over here to unload the food donations. His boss was a reasonable man, and he knew where—what—Quinn had come from. Nico understood his need to give back more than most would.

      He opened his mouth to say as much to the priest, but the old man’s face lit with obvious glee, and he trotted off, hustling down the sidewalk with surprising speed to greet the owner of a sleek, gunmetal gray Charger that had pulled up to the curb. Quinn straightened and took a moment to admire the sporty car.

      The priest opened the driver’s side door and pulled the occupant out and into his arms, hugging what Quinn guessed was a woman as tightly as if she were a long-lost friend. When the old guy pushed her to arm’s length, Quinn blinked.

      Kyra Sanders? What the hell was she doing here? He stepped to the side of the truck, hiding himself from view while watching the interaction between her and the clergyman. Her wide, genuine smile slammed into Quinn as if she’d punched him in the gut, even though it wasn’t even meant for him. He was pretty sure it was the first time he’d ever seen her smile so wide. At work, she was usually frowning, or had an impassive expression on her face.

      The priest’s voice carried to Quinn, loud and clear. “Oh nonsense, Miss Sanders. Look at all those canned goods. I won’t let you carry all of that into the church.”

      “You aren’t getting all sexist on me, are you, Father Benedict?” she teased.

      “I’m old enough to be your great-great grandfather. You’d better believe I’m sexist. Come here. I have a handy-dandy volunteer here today, and I know he’ll be happy to help. Don’t take this the wrong way, but he’s even more of a contributor than you are. ’Course, he’s lived in these parts most of his life, whereas you’ve only been here for half a year or so...”

      Quinn watched in horror as Father Benedict wrapped his claw-like hand around Kyra’s arm and dragged her toward the delivery truck. Shit. He twisted his head around, judging the likelihood of racing to his vehicle without either one of them seeing him. The truck driver must have noticed there was a female in the vicinity, because he abruptly tossed his newspaper to the side and leaped out of the cab, tipping his hat as he did so.

      “Hey, pretty lady,” he crooned, and Quinn had the urge to punch him in the face. He wasn’t seriously going to help now that there was a good-looking woman to watch, was he?

      Kyra arched her blond brow and gave him a cool look. When she made no indication she intended to respond to his greeting, the driver cleared his throat and nodded at her car.

      “You need help with something?”

      Father Benedict waved a gnarled hand in the guy’s face. “You can’t even deign to help with the supplies donated by the company you work for,” he scoffed. “Go back to reading the funny pages. Come on, Miss Sanders. Mr. Daniels will help us.”

      “Mr....who?” She stopped short, her arm slipping out of the priest’s grasp as Quinn stepped into view.

      “Quinn,” she blurted. “What are you doing here?”

      “Volunteering,” the priest answered for him. “He does it just about every week.” His voice was full of pride. Quinn winced. Volunteering weekly to help the local church distribute food to the poor did not mesh with the I-don’t-care-about-anything persona he worked so hard to portray to his co-workers.

      “What are you doing here?” he counteracted.

      Her cheeks tinged pink, and she averted her gaze to stare at the cracked sidewalk. “My parents taught me the importance of giving back to the community,” she said with a touch of defensiveness.

      “Why here?” he asked, even as his hackles rose. Giving back to the community. He’d bet one of the warm meals Father Benedict used to feed him that she’d never had need of a place like this in her entire life. Instead of appreciating her desire to help those less fortunate, it pissed him off. He’d been one of those less fortunate, when he’d been a kid. He had every right to volunteer at the church’s community center. Kyra’s parents probably did it to assuage the guilt they felt because they couldn’t even imagine what life must be like for those who were aided by their contributions.

      “After I’d lived here a few weeks, I felt guilty, I guess. I was so used to, I don’t know...doing. So I asked Nico for recommendations of where I could possibly make a difference, locally. He suggested this place.” She waved her arm to encompass the church, with its weathered brick walls and sparkling, stained glass windows.

      “Miss Sanders brings donations every Tuesday,” Father Benedict added helpfully.

      “I’ve never seen you here before,” she commented.

      “I usually volunteer on Saturdays.” Why the hell had he told her anything at all? He could have lied, said this was his first time, that he was just doing it because he lost a bet, or some shit like that. Something far more emasculating than admitting he was a regular here.

      “But today’s Tuesday.”

      Again, Father Benedict answered for him. “He’s going undercover tomorrow. He’s one of those government types, just like you are, Miss Sanders. Anyway, he’s worried he won’t be able to get back here to help for the next few weeks, so he showed up today instead. Such a giving individual. Mr. Daniels has been involved with the community hall for most of his life. Isn’t that right, Mr. Daniels?” He gave Quinn an expectant look. Kyra arched her brows again, and he scowled.

      There went his masculinity. “Something wrong with volunteering?” he demanded, glaring at her. Challenging her.

      “Not in the least,” she replied so starkly that he was tempted to let his facade slip. Just for her.

      “I told him he would spoil me, if he was to start showing up on Tuesdays instead of Saturdays, since Tuesday’s our delivery day,” the priest said, oblivious to the strange interaction occurring between them.

      She broke eye contact first, glancing back at her car. “I’ll just, ah, go get the donations I brought. I’m actually going undercover, too, but I don’t think it’ll be a problem to continue to volunteer,” she said, and to Quinn, it sounded as if she was giving him permission. But what she didn’t understand was that he didn’t even want her to know he volunteered like this. No one, besides the priest and Nico, knew. And now, Kyra.

      He followed her to her car, then elbowed her out of the way so he could lift out the box of canned goods sitting in the passenger seat. “Nice ride.”

      “Thanks.”

      They walked side by side toward the community center. “Look, Sanders, this isn’t what it looks like.”

      “It looks like you regularly help out a church located in the middle of a community that desperately needs it.”

      “Okay, well, maybe it is what it looks like. But it’s not something I, ah, broadcast. To the rest of the guys in the office.”

      “You mean when you and Court are watching the football games on Sunday afternoon, you don’t discuss your latest volunteer efforts?” Her tone was saccharine. She sounded as if she was biting back laughter.

      “No,” he said shortly. He was not amused. She must have sensed it, because she quickly sobered. He placed the box in the corner where he’d stored the rest of the boxes he’d pulled from the delivery truck.

      “I won’t tell anyone.”

      He couldn’t help it; he blew out a relieved breath. “Good. Now get your ass in gear and help me unload the rest of this truck so I can get the hell out of here.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Kyra glanced up and down the street and then looked at her phone. Her new partner was already twenty minutes late. Even knowing as little as she did about Quinn Daniels, she probably shouldn’t be surprised, but still, it irked her. This was her case, damn it, and she wanted it managed, handled, and closed properly. By her standards and by the book. No more screw-ups. Whether she chose to return to Dallas or not, she needed everyone in that office to know she was finally able to close this damn case.

      Her reputation was at risk.

      Actually, her reputation was already in tatters, so closing the case would simply be the first step toward fixing it. The process after that, she knew, would be a long and arduous one.

      That was one of the reasons she’d visited Raquel Smith the evening before. She had cuddled Raquel’s three-week-old baby girl, Aimee, and lamented the fact that she had to do this undercover assignment with Quinn Daniels, of all people.

      Raquel’s husband, Jorge, had asked his wife at that point, “Did you sleep with him?”

      She had rolled her eyes. “Contrary to what you seem to believe, dear, I did not sleep with every single guy I worked with. It’s the FBI, for God’s sake. It’s ninety percent male. That would be a hell of a lot of notches on my bedpost.”

      “He was drunk at the bar on Friday night and hit on me,” Kyra commented. She chose not to mention her most recent interaction with Quinn. She had made a promise, after all.

      Raquel made a face. “Don’t do it,” she advised. “He’s plenty hot enough”—she had to pause to reassure her husband no one was hotter than him—“but he has a lot of baggage and long term is the very last thing he’s looking for.”

      “What kind of baggage?” Kyra asked. It was best to know up front what she was getting into. She and Quinn would be living as man and wife until they were able to solve this case, after all.

      But Raquel shook her head. “It’s not my place to tell you, and besides, I don’t really know the whole story anyway,” she added quickly when Kyra opened her mouth to protest.

      The baby stirred at that point, blinking her wide green eyes for a moment before she squeezed them shut again and let out a blood-curdling scream. Raquel plucked her from Kyra’s arms, and the baby immediately stopped screaming as she focused on nuzzling her mother’s chest, clearly seeking something to eat.

      “Don’t worry,” Raquel had said as she settled the baby against her breast. “You’ll be fine. I’m sure Quinn hit on you because he was drunk. He’ll be a perfect gentleman while you’re working together. He may be an ass otherwise, but he has a work ethic unlike anyone else I’ve ever seen.”

      So, did that work ethic only carry over to Quinn’s own cases? Being now twenty-four minutes late on the first day of their joint assignment did not strike her as terribly ethical.

      She heard the sound of a gunning dual exhaust and turned her head to watch a sleek blue and chrome full-sized truck motor down the road. Slowing down at the last moment, the truck careened into the driveway and came to a lurching halt inches from Kyra’s feet. She was too stunned to jump out of the way.

      Quinn climbed out of the driver’s seat and ambled around the truck to where she stood, frozen to the spot. As soon as he was close enough, she lit into him.

      “What the hell was that?” she demanded. “First of all, you’re twenty-five minutes late. And second of all, really? Do you always drive like a freaking manic? This is an average middle-class neighborhood with lots of children. You had to be driving at least ninety when you flew into the driveway.”

      Quinn lifted his hand in the classic stop motion. “Jesus. My mother never bitched at me this much in her entire life, and you managed to get all that in within thirty seconds. You aren’t going to do this the whole time we’re living together, are you?”

      She gripped the house keys she held in her hand. “Maybe I should,” she shot back. “It sounds like somebody needs to.”

      “It’s a fucking assignment, Sanders,” he snapped. “Get over yourself.” He turned toward the house. “So this is it? Huh.”

      She followed his gaze to the quaint bungalow with white siding and dark green trim and shutters. Red and pink tulips filled the flowerbed in front of the wide front porch. She’d been watching the house for months, initially for purely professional reasons, but eventually, she found herself fantasizing about digging in the flowerbed, decorating the living room, placing a teak bench on the front porch, complete with a green and white striped cushion so she could sit in comfort and drink a beer after a hard day’s work, waving at the neighbors as they took their evening strolls.

      “Is that a good huh or a bad huh?” she asked, cutting her gaze to Quinn.

      He shrugged. “It’s an ambivalent huh. Let’s see what we’re working with here.” He waved at the front door, so Kyra thrust the key into the lock, twisted, and then pushed open the door.

      The living room was large and square, with a fireplace built into one wall. It opened into a small dining room and then into a kitchen that had a nearly entirely glass-walled sitting room attached, which led out onto a covered deck that wrapped around two sides of the house.

      “Perfect time of year for this assignment,” Quinn commented as she followed him outside onto the deck. “That the neighbor?” he asked, nodding at the house positioned directly behind this one the FBI was renting for their assignment.

      The yards were separated by a fence, but there was a gate built into it, so friendly neighbors could easily pass back and forth. The neighboring house, with its brown siding and black shingles, was larger and had significantly less yard space.

      “Yes,” she responded. “Did you read the file?”

      “Yep. Tough break.”

      Kyra knew what was in that file by heart—and what wasn’t.

      “I was so close to closing the case.”

      “When I read it, my first thought was that she had inside information. It’s the only thing that would cause her to flee when she did. Is that what you surmised?”

      She sucked in a breath. That was exactly it. “I had my suspicions, but I could never prove anything,” she said carefully.

      “What did your director say?”

      “The evidence was inconclusive.” Her voice was utterly devoid of emotion.

      “Huh.”

      “What does that mean?”

      Quinn shrugged. “Nothing. Oh look, there’s our neighbor. Wave, honey.” He plastered a fake smile on his face and wrapped one arm around her shoulders as he waved with his other hand.

      A woman stood on the deck in the yard directly behind them, holding a glass of red wine in one hand. She had bleached blond hair styled into a sort of bouffant and wore a red suit with a short, tightly fitted skirt and red stiletto heels. She waved back but made no move to walk across the yard to greet them.

      “That the perp who’s been stealing hard-earned dollars from Dallas’s upper echelon? The queen of Ponzi schemes?”

      “Yes. And from Detroit’s elite now, it would seem,” Kyra said. She was distracted by the feel of his arm around her shoulders; she didn’t trust Quinn not to hit on her again. “Why are you hugging me?”

      “We’re married. Newlyweds. Don’t newlyweds like to hug each other?”

      “I suppose,” she grumbled. “Listen, we need to establish some ground rules.”

      “Ground rules?”

      “Yes. Between us.”

      “We need to establish ground rules?”

      Was he making fun of her? She wasn’t sure, but she persisted anyway.

      “This case, these living arrangements, it’s just the job. Do you understand what I mean?”

      Quinn twisted his head and cocked one dark eyebrow. “Aren’t you worried our neighbor can hear you?”

      “No. She’s, like, fifty yards away. I’m serious, Quinn. Do you understand what I mean?”

      “I’m not sure what you mean specifically, but if you are trying to explain that this is just a case and we are going to be playing house for hopefully a very short period of time, I’m pretty sure I get it.”

      “Good. I’m glad we’re on the same page. After Friday night, I admit I was a little worried.” She laughed nervously.

      “What happened Friday night?”

      “You don’t remember?”

      He shrugged. “Saturday morning, I woke up with a woman in my bed and I don’t even remember how she got there.”

      Great. He took my advice. For some reason, it irritated her.

      “Okay, forget it, then.”

      “Not a problem,” Quinn responded, and then he said, “Let’s see if we can get her to come over and say hi.” Before she could ask how he intended to do that, Quinn used the arm around her shoulder to pull her close. He twisted his body so they were suddenly face to face, and then with a lazy, teasing grin, he dipped his head, closed his eyes, and kissed her.

      Kyra was so shocked at his behavior, she immediately put her hands against his shoulders and tried to shove him away.

      “This isn’t very newlywed-ish of you, baby,” he mumbled against her lips.

      She twisted her head to the side. “Stop it,” she said, her voice coming out almost like a hiss.

      He stopped trying to kiss her, but he did not release her from his grip. “I’m not much of an expert on the subject, but I’m pretty sure newlyweds like to kiss.”

      “They do, but that doesn’t mean you and I have to do it.”

      “Aren’t we newlyweds?”

      “We’re pretending, you asshole.”

      “She’s coming.”

      “What?” Kyra gave a small yelp and twisted in Quinn’s arms to watch the neighbor—her case—pick her way across the lawn in $200 heels.

      “She’s coming over here because we were kissing?” she said in disbelief.
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