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      “It’s not what you think,” Tyler Henderson said, his hands out in front of him in a placating gesture.

      Mia Rogers, face flushed from anger and embarrassment, whirled away from the infuriating man and stalked to the dresser with jerky movements punctuated by various unkind words spoken in Italian, Spanish, German, and Russian. She pulled open the drawers, scooped out the clothes she had neatly folded hours before, and flung them onto the bed. Her entire being sparked with disbelief. Mia heard Tyler talking, calling her name, but she didn’t pay attention to him. Lies, she thought. Her first field assignment with her boss, and he’d changed the plan.

      When she turned toward the closet to retrieve her suitcase, she bumped into the solid wall of his chest. Now her skin buzzed for another reason. He reached out to steady her, but she scrambled backward, then darted around him and into the closet.

      “You can’t leave, Mia. Please. Stop and listen to me,” he said as he followed her to the sliding door of the closet.

      “I can leave, and I will. I’ve listened to as much as I’m willing.”

      Swinging the suitcase down from the shelf inside the hotel room’s closet, she turned and caught Tyler in the temple with the side of her Samsonite. Thrown off balance, he stepped back and stumbled over the corner of the mattress. His flaying arms found nothing but cooled tropical air to steady his large frame, so he landed on the floor. Stunned, he lay there a moment, stars swirling in his vision. Blinking, he focused straight ahead at the space under the hotel bed.

      “Oh… God… Tyler, I’m sorry,” Mia said, tossing the suitcase on the floor as she crouched down next to him.

      Her fingers brushed through his thick, sun-kissed brown hair, searching for blood or a bump.

      His hand snagged hers to still her movement, then he pulled her down onto the floor where he first put his finger to his lips, then pointed under the box spring.

      Mia’s eyes locked with his. She recognized surprise and anger, though not aimed at her. Frustration, irritation, sure. Following his finger, she shifted her gaze, then tilted her head to see through the lenses of her black-framed glasses, and nearly gasped. Clamping her mouth closed, she looked again at Tyler. This time, he pointed up. They both climbed to their feet.

      “Mia, what I told you earlier was true.” He moved to the dresser she’d flung her clothes from and picked up the pad and pen that lay atop it. “I have feelings for you. I didn’t lie. I would never do that to you.”

      As he spoke, he wrote: It has to be Chekov. He expects us to share secrets during the night.

      Following his lead, Mia said, “And I have feelings for you.” She swallowed the truth of her words, took the pad and pen, and wrote her own note.

      There has to be more than one microphone. A camera?

      Handing him the pad, she continued, “But going off like that, with the woman from the embassy… well, it makes me wonder.” Those words came from her real self, not the acting she knew Tyler expected her to perform for this job, especially now with their hotel room bugged.

      He read her note and nodded. Glancing over his shoulder at the bathroom, he stepped to the doorway and looked inside.

      “I didn’t mean to cause you distress or make you jealous, mi amor,” he said as his fingers traced the edge of the mirror in the darkened bathroom.

      “Well… oh…” Mia couldn’t think what to say to his declaration, even if he was acting. A moment later, Tyler stood next to her.

      “Oh,” she repeated with more surprise as he reached around her and turned off the floor lamp.

      With the room in darkness, except for the light from the hotel’s outside security lamps that leaked around the curtains covering the balcony door, any cameras would be useless.

      He saw it just before he killed the lights. Tucked in the corner of the mirror’s frame above the dresser was a camera lens the size of a dime. Taking his phone from his back pocket, he pulled up an app. Shielding his phone from the tiny camera, he did a quick check of the rest of the hotel room. According to the app, just the foot of the bed and the mirror held bugs.

      Wrapping his arms around Mia, he bent to whisper in her ear. “We need to talk, but not here. I can disable both the mic and the camera. Make the appropriate noises as if we’re on our way to having vacation sex, then say you’re hungry, so we have an excuse to leave.”

      Mia froze as Tyler’s arms encircled her. This was her fantasy, or at least where her fantasies started. Her hands inched up his back, confirming what her eyes had admired since Tyler had hired her. Smooth, solid muscle. He had an affection for daily workouts, where she had managed a mild dislike for the contraptions at a gym. When his arms tightened, and she pressed herself against him, she couldn’t hear his words.

      “Mia? Can you do that?”

      “Mmm?”

      “Pretend you’re a phone sex operator. We have to make them believe we’re a couple.”

      The last words sank in and doused her fantasy like a thunderstorm on a campfire. What made him think she knew what a phone sex operator sounded like?

      She closed her eyes and imagined what she might say if they really were together. “Oh… Yes…Tyler… Please…”

      “That’s it, Mia,” he encouraged, failing to ignore how the sound of her voice in a dark bedroom heated his blood.

      “Hmm… I think we should start in the shower, then make use of that king-sized mattress,” she said loud enough so whoever was listening believed they would get X-rated audio. “But we’ll both need some fuel for what I have in mind. Let’s hit the restaurant for a late dinner.”

      After a few moments, he stepped away from Mia. “Sure. Then I’ll fulfill every one of your fantasies.”

      Mia adjusted her glasses and sighed. “Promises, promises.”

      Tyler took her hand and led her out the door.

      When Mia opened her mouth to tell him what she thought of their predicament, Tyler shook his head. She pressed her lips together to stop the questions that piled up on her tongue from spilling out.

      When she applied for the office manager position at Henderson Security, she was ready to do more than just answer phones. Being in the field got her adrenalin pumping, and she was eager to apply the training they provided all their employees. Self-defense, marksmanship, and observation skills were the basics. With her experience in community theater and costumes, playing a role was easy.

      So, when Tyler, co-owner of Henderson Security, along with his younger sister, Jillian, asked her to be his partner in the field on this operation, Mia eagerly agreed. The buzz she felt whenever their fingers touched, like when she brought him coffee for a meeting, or they exchanged printed pages of information about a job, and losing her usual athletic coordination when he was around, pointed at what she didn’t want to admit. Her feelings for her boss went way beyond like. If she wanted to keep her job, and she did because she loved everything about it, she wouldn’t act on her feelings. With only a few days before Christmas, and her parents and older brother on a cruise in the Mediterranean, she thought an easy field assignment before the holiday would take her mind off spending Christmas alone.

      At the end of the hall, Tyler punched the down button for the elevator. They both stared at the arrow above the doors.

      Tyler watched Mia from the corner of his eye. Getting smacked in the head with her suitcase summed up how he’d felt since Mia walked into his office for the interview. Her long black hair, gray eyes, and trim business suit snagged his attention. But it was her clever mind and sense of humor that punched him in the solar plexus. He hired her on the spot, canceling the rest of the interviews.

      The elevator doors opened, and he released her hand to guide her on with his palm at the small of her back. He smiled at the older couple standing to the side of the car, their golf bags by their feet. Turning to press the button for the lobby, he again took Mia’s hand. His mind flashed a picture many years into the future of him and Mia on vacation with their golf bags.

      The ride down four floors was short. He led Mia off the elevator, through the lobby, and to the restaurant.
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      The host smiled at their approach. “Welcome. Two for dinner? The kitchen is open until 10:00 PM.”

      Tyler glanced at his watch. 9:15 PM. “Yes, please. A table outside if it’s available,” he said and again placed his hand on Mia’s back.

      The host nodded and led the way with leather-bound menus tucked under his arm.

      Of all the men she’d met in her previous jobs as a receptionist for the veterinarian, the accounting firm, and the law office, and the few she’d dated, why couldn’t one of them make her feel the way Tyler did? If it was his aura of alpha protector that attracted her, then the other men who worked at Henderson Security should have made her clumsy. Everything was fine when she started working for Tyler and Jillian. Then, the more she liked Tyler, the more she bumped into desks or spilled her coffee or dropped files on the floor. Since they started this job, which required them to act like a couple, every time Tyler took her hand or touched her back, she had to focus her efforts on not tripping and falling regardless of which shoes she wore.

      The host gestured to a table.

      “This is perfect. Thanks.” Tyler glanced at the surf rolling in. High tide. Nature sounds to mask their conversation in case the nearby occupied tables belonged to someone in Chekov’s organization.

      Tyler pulled out a chair for Mia, then sat across from her. He envied the
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