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      Kita Kim took a direct hit across the chin.

      Only the heavy padding saved her from a knockout blow. Her ears rang and white stars sparkled in her vision. That was what she got for letting her mind wander, even for a moment.

      Kita shook off the daze. She was trying to train Hannah Smith to defend herself. The goal was to get Hannah to engage if one of her nieces was being attacked by their father. But if she hadn’t fallen into that kick, it would have lacked the force needed to really hurt her.

      Hannah got in a kick to Kita’s thigh. She’d probably have a bruise, but the woman hadn’t used near enough force to take down a two-hundred-fifty-pound man.

      “Do it again. You have to kick hard enough to hurt a guy who weighs a lot more than you do.” She purposely infused her voice with perkiness, leaving out the frustration.

      Hannah nodded, setting her mouth and crouching into a defensive stance. Her eyes, lost in a sea of delicate, purpling skin, glowed with anger. Her muscles trembled with rage, but her matchstick arms would be no problem for the bulk and sheer power of her abusive brother-in-law bent on attack.

      Unless Kita could get Hannah ready to defend against her attacker slash abuser slash brother-in-law, he would crush this woman, just as he had crushed Hannah’s sister. At least, that was what they believed. Tammy Donner had disappeared. After a cursory investigation by the local police, Frank Donner had been cleared. He insisted that his wife had run away and left him and their three daughters.

      But Hannah and Kita knew the truth. Frank Donner had killed his wife. And if Kita couldn’t get Hannah to defend herself and her nieces, she was worried he would kill Hannah too.

      Somehow Kita had to get Hannah to embrace her rage. Whip her into a vengeance frenzy. Or at the very least, induce her to not curl up into a defensive ball.

      Because Kita’s boss, Jillian Larsen, had refused to help Hannah. Even though Hannah Smith and her nieces were just the type of clients usually helped by the agency Jillian had cofounded.

      Adams-Larsen Inc. and Associates—publicly an exclusive PR firm—was privately a relocation specialist agency.

      “We don’t break the law,” Jillian had said to Kita emphatically.

      Because Adams-Larsen, or ALIAS, as she and her coworkers affectionately called it, skated on the edges of legality. While nothing they did was outright illegal, there were definitely blurred lines. At the end of the day, they saved people. And Kita loved being part of justice for those wronged.

      Which is why this situation sucked big hairy donkey balls. Hannah Smith was in serious trouble.

      Frustration bubbled in Kita’s stomach. She hated when abusers picked on someone weaker. Asshole.

      She could take down the brother-in-law with ease. But Frank Donner wasn’t going after her. And Kita could only offer Hannah lessons while she wasn’t on a case. If Kita received a new assignment, she’d have to cut back on training Hannah.

      Kita held up her arm and rubbed her nose through the concealing face mask.

      Jeez, she was ripe. The earthy odor of sweat steamed in the padded assailant suit. Her powder scent deodorant, which had worn off an hour ago, left her less than fresh. Major body odor wafted into her nose along with the unhealthy scent of Hannah Smith’s fear.

      Normally Kita reveled in this type of workout but Hannah’s obvious discomfort hit at Kita’s consciousness and her muscles were rigid with impotent frustration. Tension ratcheted up with every sobbing breath Hannah took. The threat to Hannah was real and immediate, not some faceless, nameless bogeyman, but a man who had and could kill. Even if no one but Hannah and Kita believed it. But Jillian Larsen didn’t care that Kita believed Frank Donner was a killer.

      “Kita.” Jill had gentled her voice. “I understand your aversion to authority. It’s a good part of the reason we hired you. I even understand your frustration.”

      Kita had rubbed at the abnormal bump on her wrist, the break that hadn’t quite set properly when she was seventeen.

      Jillian didn’t always play by the rules either, but she couldn’t understand something she’d never experienced. Kita knew in her improperly-healed, ached-when-it-rained wrist that Hannah Smith was in mortal danger.

      Adams-Larsen had the means and the contacts to save Hannah and her three nieces. But they weren’t going to.

      “Again.” Kita prepped to attack the slight woman.

      The bulky padding made Kita look like the Michelin Man on steroids. Due to years of training, she could move with a fair amount of agility, probably more than Hannah’s brother-in-law possessed. But Hannah needed to learn to counter the violent threat. She needed to work past her fear and get angry.

      Kita rushed Hannah, roaring, trying to scare her, trying to shake her.

      Within seconds Hannah leapt out of Kita’s path, then twirled with a roundhouse kick to Kita’s back. Kita rolled, then swept Hannah’s feet out from underneath her, and she hit the padded floor with a thud. Kita jumped to her feet and leaned over her.

      The woman lay on the mat, her eyes closed, her cheeks gaunt and the yellowed bruising, from the black eye before this one, apparent in the bright florescent lighting.

      “You okay?”

      Hannah’s chest heaved. Through the entire training session she hadn’t said a word. Not once had she cried out, even when Kita had struck a blow.

      A single tear trailed down the side of Hannah’s face and pooled in her ear. Kita’s heart shattered at the defeat pulsing off this woman in waves.

      “How am I ever going to do this?” Hannah’s voice shook and she still hadn’t opened her eyes.

      Kita refused to give up.

      “Right now is when you strike,” Kita said fiercely. “Right now, with your heavy booted foot, you kick as hard as you can at his crotch.”

      Sweat poured down Kita’s back, and her hair matted to her skull underneath the face mask and extra padding.

      “Kick me as hard as you can,” Kita demanded. “Don’t hesitate. You won’t hurt me.” The crotch had been reinforced to protect the suit wearers, usually men, from the debilitating blows.

      “You’re so strong,” Hannah whispered. “You don’t understand how hard this is.”

      A heavy, gaping crater swallowed Kita’s heart. Air stuck in her throat, and her lungs resisted her breath so sharply the gasp hurt. She grasped Hannah’s shoulders. She hadn’t always been strong. And she knew exactly how fucking hard this was for Hannah.

      “You do not have to be a victim.”

      Hannah whimpered. Kita knew she wasn’t hurting the woman, she was barely holding on to her.

      “I can’t do this.”

      “You can.”

      Kita wanted to rage at the system that let a violent offender go free to terrorize his family, the very people he should protect and keep safe.

      But she knew, better than anyone, that life wasn’t always fair. And the only one you could count on to protect you—was you.

      For a moment she wished Marsh Adams—her friend, her mentor, the man who’d showed her these moves when she’d been facing her own demons—was here. As Jillian’s partner, Marsh was the reason Kita worked for the agency. But Marsh was MIA these days, out on assignment, and no amount of wishing was going to bring him back.

      “You can do this.” Kita leaned forward in a lunge, holding out her hand, waiting for Hannah to grasp it so she could pull the tiny woman to her feet.

      “He’s going to kill me.” The defeated slump of Hannah’s shoulders sparked a resounding denial. No way was she going to let Hannah’s asshole brother-in-law win. She’d do whatever it took to make sure Hannah and the children were safe.

      “Not if I have anything to say about it.”

      The rumble of the employee garage door vibrated through the gym floor and the protective mats, shimmying up Kita’s body to stop in the region of her heart. Adrenaline flooded her. It was the middle of the morning and as far as she knew everyone at the office was accounted for.

      Except Marsh.

      But ever since an incident in this building last month, the staff had been a little on edge.

      Could just be someone in the field coming in for tech or ops help. Although she didn’t have any appointments on her calendar. Could it be Dwayne or Victor, coming back from a relo early?

      The first set of locks disengaged. Then the second door lock buzzed, the click resoundingly loud in the sudden silence of the sparring room. Hannah cowered on the floor as Kita shifted to watch the mirrors lining the wall and to observe who entered the facility.

      A transparent bullet-resistant wall, made of layers of glass and polycarbonate, isolated Kita and Hannah from any threat in the hallway. The only way into the sparring room was through the password-protected entrance to the locker room on the other side of the building. The basement had been revamped to accommodate the sparring room, showers, lockers and the totally indulgent steam room.

      Hannah grabbed her hand and Kita hefted her up to standing with one forceful jerk. “Again.”

      Kita split her attention between Hannah and the mirrors.

      Hannah smoothed down the material of her yoga pants and dropped back into a defensive stance. Kita nodded in approval. Yeah, that’s it. Kick my ass.

      The steel-reinforced door opened slowly. The shadows beyond the entrance to the garage were dark and somehow ominous. Her tension ramped up as she readied to attack Hannah, while her brain shifted into higher gear, preparing to defend Hannah against danger. Which was stupid because whoever was coming through the door would have already had to go through several security checkpoints before being allowed access to the building. Adams-Larsen took their security seriously. No one who didn’t belong breached the facility.

      No one.

      And since the shooting last month, security had been tighter than ever.

      Kita’s heart thumped loudly in her chest. The ba-bump, ba-bump a rapid percussion, as her hearing preternaturally heightened while she waited for whatever, whoever, was coming.

      A silver-haired man with broad shoulders and an imperious bearing—something about his demeanor so arrogant the very air around him seemed to be holding its breath—stepped through the door. The single halogen light illuminated his face with startling clarity. She’d never officially met him, but, she knew who he was. She’d seen pictures in Marsh’s office.

      The judge. Marsh’s father.

      In the shadows behind him another man paused in the doorway. Ignoring the workout room and sparring women, the judge strode down the hallway like he owned the place.

      Hannah kicked out and Kita twisted carefully to block the kick to her thigh. “You need to hit right on the knee.”

      Hannah nodded and crouched again.

      Something in the movement of the second man drew her gaze back as he entered. He pulled the reinforced door closed behind him. The overhead halogen beam highlighted the almost blue-black of his hair and emphasized his broad shoulders. He kept his face turned away from the observation windows, staying in the shadows.

      Not Marsh. It had been stupid to hope that Marsh was coming. It had been what felt like forever since he’d been in the office.

      Apprehension shivered over Kita’s spine. Hannah shifted so she was slightly behind Kita.

      Ironic. Both the man above her and the woman behind her were hiding.

      For a moment, the man paused. He had stepped into the light, head tilted down, watching the defensive tableau, his pale blue eyes piercing, glowing with intensity. Kita felt the man’s regard like an almost physical caress. Her visceral reaction to the quick assessment was confusing, unwanted.

      As if a rush of pheromones had drop-loaded into her system and made a beeline toward her female parts.

      Her five-ten body was cocooned in the padded assailant suit, her breasts smashed and wrapped to protect from blows, and her ombre blond ponytail encased in the watch cap underneath a large padded helmet. Sex should be the last thing on her mind.

      With an instant dismissal he followed the judge to the waiting elevator.

      Why her hormones, which had been dormant for a very, very long time, suddenly stood up and started howling was a mystery. But the damn things were banging on the door, demanding to be let in.

      Ridiculous.

      “Who was that?” Hannah asked softly.

      “No one we need to worry about.” Kita shook the unexpected reaction to the stranger out of her head. She curled her fingers at Hannah in a “bring it on” gesture. “Kick me again.”

      Hannah kicked out at Kita’s padded hands in a one-two-three pattern.

      But there was no power behind Hannah’s attack. Her moves were still timid, unsteady.

      “Try to hurt me.” Kita kept her tone firm.

      But Hannah continued to be lackluster rather than aggressive.

      “I just don’t know if I can do this.” Her shoulders slumped, her gaze dropping to the padded floor. “What if he wins?” she whispered.

      “We won’t let him win,” Kita said fiercely. Her blood pumped in a river of anxiety but she kept her demeanor fierce.

      Because she truly believed that if Hannah Smith didn’t either learn to defend herself or, better yet, disappear with those kids, they would all be dead soon.
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      Alex Saunders already hated this job.

      Federal judge Robert “call me Bobby” Adams was a pain in the ass. He’d agreed to protection and then demanded a backup. A private backup. From everything Alex could ascertain, the judge was throwing his son a bone, tossing cash to the son’s firm, Adams-Larsen Inc. and Associates. The judge insisted on hiring them as secondary security protection. A service that as far as Alex could tell, the firm was ill-equipped to provide.

      Adams-Larsen was an image consulting firm. He tried to keep an open mind…although in his opinion if you lived a clean life, you shouldn’t need help cleaning up your image.

      So far, he’d seen a chick dressed as a giant mugger assaulting a frail woman that a strong gust of October wind would blow away. He couldn’t say why he thought the mugger was a woman, except that there’d been something in her stance….

      She’d been watching him and he’d had a vision of stripping away the mugger outfit to reveal what lay beneath. Her gaze had pierced the armor of his self-control and for a moment, he’d been tempted to stand by the floor-to-ceiling windows and just…watch.

      Mentally he gave himself a slap. He was acting just like the guy harassing the judge. Except something hinky was definitely going on with the judge and his stalker. Alex just didn’t know what. Yet.

      They stopped by a receptionist’s desk. The judge halted, bent to the Latina woman who guarded the inner sanctum of this business.

      “Maria.” The judge’s voice had softened, gentled.

      Ho now. What was that all about?

      “Hello, Judge Adams.”

      “Now, darlin’, I’ve told you to call me Bobby.” He reached out to clasp one of her hands, but after she pulled back subtly, the judge patted her hand. “How are you?”

      She shifted uncomfortably in her seat, her smile uneasy. “I’m doing…good.”

      “I’m very pleased to hear that.” Judge Adams beetled his brows. “You need anything, you call me.”

      “Thank you, sir.”

      The weirdest part of the whole exchange was the way the judge acted almost fatherly toward the woman. In the two hours Alex had observed him relating to women, he hadn’t once displayed this kind of behavior. And he’d watched Judge Adams interact with a lot of women.

      “Gentlemen.” A smoky contralto interrupted his thoughts. Alex turned toward the sexy voice and stopped.

      She was freaking gorgeous.

      Slender, stacked, and elegant. She wore a suit with a pencil skirt in a bold patriotic red, glossy lips matched her skirt and demanded attention, and a pair of heels made her legs look fantastic. She had classic Scandinavian coloring, white-blond hair, pale skin, and high cheekbones with unusual dark gray eyes.

      The judge straightened. “Jillian, dear.”

      So this was Jillian Larsen. The judge’s son’s business partner. For some reason her name sounded familiar. The judge smiled and clasped Jillian Larsen around the shoulders, embracing her in a hug that went on just a little too long.

      Her smile was absolutely, politely professional as she eased away. “Nice to see you again, Judge.”

      “Where’s Marsh?”

      “Marsh is on assignment right now.” She was lying through her perfectly straight, unnaturally white teeth. “He sent his regrets.”

      “Not a problem.” The judge dismissed the statement, either not knowing or not caring that she’d lied. “I had planned to request a favor from you in any event.”

      “Why don’t you both come into my office.” Jillian Larsen led them toward a set of tall mahogany doors. “And you can tell me all about it.”

      Her stride hitched for a barely perceptible moment, then she led them away from the giant desk situated in front of a wall of bookshelves and toward a more casual sitting area with wing chairs and a small sofa. She strode easily and confidently, leaving the men in her wake, while the judge stared at her butt for just a little too long.

      She was young enough be to his daughter. But that didn’t seem to matter to the man. He was an equal opportunity dawg. With the very bizarre exception of the receptionist.

      Jillian Larsen sat in a wing chair, leaving another chair and a settee for Alex and the judge.

      Quickly Judge Adams introduced Alex, only by name, not mentioning the reason he was accompanied, then skimmed over the details of his problem.

      Jillian Larsen didn’t say a word as the judge glossed over the specifics of receiving very detailed emails, expertly encoded letters no less, with explicit death threats. No cut-and-paste pictures out of magazines for this guy. The US Marshals’ computer guys were still trying to de-code the high-tech encryption. And they still hadn’t determined where the emails originated from.

      Jillian listened intently, her mouth pursed and her unusual gray eyes flat.

      The judge wound up, “So you see my dear, I’m hoping that we can hire you to be an additional…pair of eyes until this nonsense stops.”

      Without even glancing at Alex, she demurred. “You’re asking us to engage out of our area of expertise, Judge. You are not our typical agency client.” She pulled out a smartphone and started thumbing through her contacts. “I can recommend several good security—”

      “Jillian. Cut the horseshit.” The judge’s affable, good-old-boy demeanor had been replaced by the guy who’d managed to survive the Congressional vetting process unscathed and made difficult decisions to send traitors and high-level criminals to federal prison for life. “I need you to make this happen.”

      Alex was pretty sure there was a threat in Judge Adams’s words but damned if he could figure out that underlying warning.

      “You’re in a precarious position as it is after the debacle last month with the FBI.”

      Maybe that was why her name sounded familiar. Memories finally clicked. A prominent Russian businessman with shady connections had been killed in a shootout right here at Adams-Larsen. The story in the press was that the Russian had a love interest in DC and had entered the country illegally. Something had gone awry and he’d taken a hostage. Congress was set to hold private hearings on the situation, wanting to know how the man got into the country and why he ended up dead. Alex had thought there was a whole hell of a lot of logistical things left out of that story.

      “It would be embarrassing if you ended up with more negative press. Not great for a…PR agency.”

      Mentally Alex perked up. Forget the prior veiled warning, the judge had just very clearly and overtly bullied Jillian Larsen, his son’s business partner. Although Alex still had no idea what the judge was talking about.

      Jillian blinked, never once losing her composure. “With Bliss and Rissa mostly on the West Coast these days, I’m shorthanded right now.”

      “You’ll do.”

      Denial in her gaze was swift but her comeback was smooth and unhurried. “I’m sorry but I’m needed here at the moment. Perhaps Dwayne.”

      “Need a woman.” The judge was shaking his head. “She can pose as my personal aide.”

      Finally the reason they were here clicked in Alex’s brain. The judge didn’t want an additional bodyguard, he wanted a playmate. Or he wanted a bodyguard who looked like a playmate.

      “Ms. Larsen, perhaps it would ease your mind to know that the US Marshals will be running point on Judge Adams’s case and he will be under their protection.”

      “That would be you?” she asked coolly.

      Alex nodded. “Yes, ma’am.”

      Her eyes went flat again, almost as if his being a deputy marshal worked against him. Alex could practically see her brain synapses firing as she considered then rejected options. But she didn’t shut the judge down. Did that mean she didn’t trust the US Marshals? The United States Marshals office was the best personal protection security in the world. Certainly head and shoulders above some Beltway spin doctors who were so bad at PR they were going to be part of a congressional hearing.

      This detail was a freaking train wreck.

      But on his last job, after loudly protesting the authenticity and suitability of the US Marshal’s witness he’d been charged with protecting, Alex had received an official reprimand from HR. It didn’t matter that his instincts had been right on target. The fucking idiot had violated the terms of WitSec within a week of being relocated, and in another week he’d been dead.

      Killed by the very people he was supposed to be hiding from.

      Alex had a bad feeling about this job. But the ding in his personnel file didn’t give a shit, and he could not afford to fuck up this assignment.

      The immediate consequence of speaking up on his last case had been a transfer to the Judicial Protection branch of the Marshals, and the protection of one ornery Judge Robert “call me Bobby” Adams.

      Right away the judge had put him in an awkward position by requesting the addition of an Adams-Larsen employee. But Alex’s new boss told him to do whatever the judge wanted to keep him happy. Having additional backup outside the assigned Marshals—namely him and his partner, Shep—was highly unusual.

      “I may have one person.” She was so reluctant that Alex couldn’t imagine her choice would be acceptable.

      “Well, go get her,” the judge ordered.

      Jillian Larsen moved elegantly, crossing her legs, and pressed a button on her cell phone, turning it into a two-way comm system. “Maria, can you page Kita for me?”

      The judge glanced at his diamond-rimmed, 14-carat gold Rolex. “I’ve got an important pretrial meeting in an hour.”

      Alex was an expert at reading people. Jillian Larsen wanted desperately to tell Judge Adams to go to hell, but she pasted a very polite smile on her lips and held back the harsh words.

      “Maria, have her come up right away.”

      Alex made a mental note to check into the background of the employees of this agency. He hadn’t had a chance to do more than find out they did image consulting since Judge Adams dropped this bomb on him.

      “But, Jill.” They could all hear the hesitation in her assistant’s voice. “She’s in the sparring room.”

      “Right. Away.”

      “Okay.” You asked for it was implicitly implied in the receptionist’s dubious tone.
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      Kita rushed up the stairs. Was something wrong with Marsh? She couldn’t believe that thought hadn’t occurred to her when the judge walked in.

      They needed to see her right away.

      She’d removed the padded assailant suit, stripped down to a tight wicking sleeveless top and a pair of skimpy spandex shorts. She’d tugged on a pair of running shoes and splashed water on her face and skimmed over her pony. The temp inside the assailant suit got damn hot and her face felt like she’d sat in the sun at a Nationals game in the dead of summer. She also smelled a little funky and the quick spritz of Dwayne’s Axe didn’t really mask the odor. She’d have preferred a cold shower. But Jillian had said, “Right away.”

      Kita burst into the reception area. “Everything okay? Something wrong with Marsh?”

      “Not as far as I know,” Maria Torres said softly. She was still finding her confidence. She’d been abducted as a teenager and spent eight years in a solitary prison before she’d managed to escape. Kita couldn’t even imagine the fortitude it had taken for her to not crumble up and wither away. But she hadn’t. And slowly but surely Maria was coming out of her shell and growing into the woman she was meant to be.

      Relief washed over Kita.

      “When you ask for right away, this is what you get, stinky and sweaty.” Kita grinned.

      “Apparently they couldn’t wait for you.” Maria rolled her eyes and Kita loved that little bit of ’tude. “Go on in.”

      She strode into Jillian Larsen’s office, then felt as if she’d walked into an alternative dimension.

      Three people, elegantly dressed, sipping beverages out of delicate china cups, turned at the same time as if choreographed. They were having a tea party and she’d just crashed it.

      “You wanted to see me.” Right away. They sure hadn’t given her time to clean up.

      “Kita, thanks for coming so quickly.” Jillian put down her cup, the clatter of china loud in the suddenly silent room.

      In her St. John suit and matching pumps, with her perfectly smooth blond hair and expertly applied makeup, Jill was the epitome of polished and poised. Kita was the unkempt homeless girl compared to Jillian’s high society princess.

      Both men rose to their feet. If she hadn’t been distracted by the sheer power of the man to her right she might have been amused at their old-fashioned gesture.

      Immediately her gaze went to the unknown man. Up close his presence was even more compelling. Blue-black hair, a leanly chiseled, uncompromising face, and the stoic expression in his reserved pale blue eyes captivated her.

      Like the magnetic pull of the moon, she couldn’t stop staring at him. She was drawn to him. Power. He’d exuded it merely sitting in the effeminate chair.

      His shoulders were broad, and although his button-down cotton shirt was just a little too loose to reveal the muscles beneath, she sensed his strength. And she wondered again who he was and what he wanted with her.

      She knew what she wanted with him.

      Hot sweaty sex. Early morning sex, late morning sex, afternoon sex, “hi, honey I’m home, holy-shit-can’t-make-it-to-the-bedroom-do-it-against-the-wall” sex.

      Bad Kita. Not the time to be thinking about sex. She flushed, her body going hot and weak. Damn it.

      As if by moving her gaze she could get rid of the potentially embarrassing attraction that swamped her body, Kita shifted her attention to the judge.

      She’d known Marsh since middle school. Had even lived with him and his mom for the last half of her senior year of high school but she’d never met Marsh’s father. She knew him through his actions though. The judge had pretty much ignored Marsh until his profession was of use to him. Judge Adams was a mover and a shaker in DC political circles. He was also the kind of user that made her skin crawl.

      He was buffed and polished. He clearly visited his esthetician once a week, tanned and near glowing, like freaking neon in a pale yellow button-down shirt and khakis. She’d bet her brand new custom-designed Trek Fuel-Ex mountain bike he got his fingernails manicured.

      Instinctively, Kita curled her fingers under to hide her unpolished nails.

      “Oh, she won’t do at all.”

      Excuse me?

      “Now, Judge.” Jillian placed her fingers over the judge’s forearm, naturally drawing his attention back to her. Nice move, Jill. “Kita has been training. You didn’t give her time to get cleaned up.”

      Kita wanted to protest. This was her. A little sweatier, a little redder in the face maybe, but what you saw was what you got. And she’d be damned if she apologized for it. She was kick-ass great at her job. But she waited patiently to see what Jillian would do next. And tried to figure out what the heck the judge needed her for.

      Judge Adams surveyed her up and down, frowning with concentration. “I’m not sure….”

      The entire time the judge was examining Kita like a horse at auction, she was preternaturally aware of the man to her side. Since when did you need to assess your training expert for appearance?

      The mystery man with the judge hadn’t said a single word. He finally spoke. “Maybe you should let her decide if she wants the job.” The deep rumble shivered through her body, slipping through her bloodstream like an addictive drug. God, even his voice was sexy.

      Her embarrassment mounted at her body’s physical reaction to the timbre of his voice. Fortunately, no one else knew she’d had such a sexual response, and she’d damn well better keep it that way.

      Time to speak up. She wasn’t a doormat and she wasn’t a victim. Not anymore. “What job?”

      For a moment, no one spoke.

      Jillian finally answered. “The judge has a…security issue.”

      “Why not use Jake?” Except Jake was on their current hush-hush relo and not due back until next week.

      “Not an option,” Jill confirmed.

      “Dwayne?”

      “Not the correct set of…attributes.”

      “What’s the security issue?” Did they want her comp skills? Or her self-defense skills?

      “He’s been getting death threats,” the stranger offered.

      The judge blustered, “The usual threats a man in my position acquires.”

      Could the judge be getting threats from the exposure of the rotten, amoral politician who’d imprisoned Maria for years? Perhaps the judge’s role in identifying and apprehending the dirty fucker had been discovered.

      “He needs protection,” Jill said.

      Kita pondered the judge’s brush-off sentence. The usual death threats.

      Not so usual if they were coming to the Adams-Larsen agency for help. Although physical protection was outside their normal duties, Kita wasn’t about to say that out loud. She held her words, waiting and assessing.

      “The judge has requested our help.” Jillian’s lips tightened. She wasn’t happy about the request. She also wasn’t being very forthcoming.

      The only reason Jillian would be bowing to help the judge was if he’d forced the issue. And what possible repercussions could the judge invoke on the company? To the outside world, Adams-Larsen Inc. and Associates dealt in sensitive public relations and spin.

      While they did do some image consulting, the main focus of their business was helping innocent people in trouble disappear. Legally. People like the whistleblower in the Enron case. Or an abused woman. Or someone falsely accused in the social media-verse. Some of the things happening on Twitter and Facebook were downright terrifying. Or someone who would not be well served by entering the Federal Witness Protection Program, a program designed for criminals testifying against other criminals. But very few people knew this.

      Jillian gestured to the teapot. “Would you like a drink while we discuss this?”

      Now Kita was really confused. Jillian was usually very direct. And Kita was still a sweaty mess with no place to sit.

      “We don’t have time for niceties.” The judge dismissed Kita’s comfort with a wave of his hand and then sat back down. “Let’s get to it.”

      The stranger had kept his steady gaze on Kita the entire time. The intense observation felt nothing like the judge’s condemning appraisal. She knew without a doubt that hot guy was thinking about her and sex.

      Her body was thinking right back.

      She hadn’t had sex in forever. Too busy. Too wary. Too guarded. And frankly even though she started out aroused and on board, by the time they got to the main act she was so tense that she rarely enjoyed it anyway. Although, the way her body responded to him, he might be the exception rather than the rule.

      And holy bananas, why did her mind keep returning to sex? The guy wasn’t that hot. Focus on the job, Kita. She wanted clarification. “You want self-defense lessons?”

      “Backup protection,” the stranger said as if the concept were distasteful. His gaze turned appraising but not in a blatantly sexual way. It was Kita’s problem that her body didn’t seem to notice. She didn’t work security. She didn’t do fieldwork at all. She did computer work and social media seeding. She combed data to make sure that once their client was in their new location, she could misdirect anyone trying to track them. She helped them set up new accounts and trained them on how to keep from giving away their location. The other component of her job was to train their clients in self-defense.

      Her job had never been protection. So why would this guy, and the judge, think she was the proper person for the judge’s request?

      Kita’s curiosity finally got the better of her. “And you are?”

      “Alex Saunders. US Deputy Marshal.” He held out his hand.

      She took the shake hesitantly. He didn’t linger, his rough palm slid against hers and a shiver whispered over her spine. What had he said?

      Marshal? So apparently the Marshal’s service protected federal judges from threats.

      She was damn sure this US Marshal wouldn’t approve of the work they did here at the agency.

      “And you need backup?” She raised the brow over her right eye, the words coming out far more provocatively, and challenging, than she anticipated.

      Something hot and dangerous flared in Alex Saunders’s ice blue eyes. “The judge wants it.”

      And what the judge wants the judge gets? According to Marsh it had always been that way.

      “Jillian, are you sure this is all you have?” The judge was frowning at Kita as if she’d pooped on the ancient Persian carpet. “I need someone to pose as my aide and…companion. But no one would believe I’d hire her.”

      His words and tone were so derogatory that Kita couldn’t speak. He’d just insulted her…to her face no less. “I assure you, Judge.” Jillian’s demeanor was all professional now. “Kita can look the part of your aide. You’ve caught her at a disadvantage.”

      “Perhaps we should review this.”

      It would be fine if she never saw this asshat again. She couldn’t believe what a jerk he was. How had Marsh Adams, an extraordinary and gentle man, been spawned from this chauvinist pig? Now she understood why Marsh had never introduced her to his father on the rare occasion he’d visited Marsh as a teenager. While the omission had stung back then, now she completely got it.

      “I don’t have anyone else,” Jillian said firmly.

      “Judge,” Alex started.

      “Call me Bobby.”

      Kita shuddered at the affable, hearty, smarmy smile.

      Alex Saunders continued, “Perhaps since this…agency is shorthanded, it would be best to only use the government-supplied, highly trained Marshals to protect you.”

      Oops. Wrong thing to say. Clearly. The judge stiffened.

      If she was annoyed, the judge was a million times more upset. His face reddened, pushing the small broken blood vessels in his nose and cheeks to the surface. The flush spread all the way up to his thick silver hairline. “I want additional backup to be provided by Adams-Larsen.”

      Kita definitely heard a threat in that statement.

      There was something else going on. Alex Saunders didn’t want her working with him. Or anyone else from Adams-Larsen? That remained to be seen.

      But based on the judge’s reaction, if Alex Saunders didn’t toe the line he’d be the one out and then Kita would be watching Judge Dickhead all by herself.

      There was the slightest of hesitations. So slight, Kita wasn’t sure if anyone but her noticed. The skin around Saunders’s pale eyes tightened. He hated the idea.

      But as if he flipped a mental switch, he dipped his chin deferentially. “Yes, sir.”

      “That’s better.” The judge nodded. “I guess I’ll give you a try.”

      Kita’s stomach rolled, the rice and kimchi she’d had for breakfast threatening to come back up.

      Alex Saunders said forcefully, “I’m the lead on security.”

      “Of course,” Kita answered. She gave Jillian a pointed look. They would be talking about this change of affairs later. In private.

      Jill dipped her chin in understanding. Because if Kita was doing this, she was getting something out of it.

      The judge waved off Saunders.

      “I have a fundraising event tonight.” Judge Adams had clearly moved on. “You’ll need to dress appropriately. Consider it a rehearsal. If things go well, then I guess you’ll do.”
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      Alex had completely lost control of this assignment.

      Fuck.

      His inconvenient attraction aside, what was the judge thinking? Before he could offer a protest, quietly, discreetly, about using Kita Kim, his cell rang. His boss. He held up a finger, knowing that gesture was going to piss off everyone in the room. “Excuse me a moment.”

      “Saunders.” He paced to the outer edges of the stuffy, formal room, trying to keep his voice low.

      “We’ve got actionable intelligence,” Deanna Womack barked.

      “Name, location.” Motive?

      For some reason his gaze was continually drawn back to Kita Kim. Even though he never lost his focus on the information his boss was relaying, her essence was like a beacon. Once his boss finished, Alex said, “You want me and Gaffney to check it out?”

      Kita Kim swaggered over to him, all confident and cocksure, even with the disadvantage of being in sweaty spandex and a tight wicking top. “You have something?”

      He put his hand over the mouthpiece of his cell. “Give me a sec.”

      She edged closer, so close she invaded his senses. Woman and sweat and underlaid with some delicate citrus and spice scent that completely contradicted her aggressive personality.

      His boss was jabbering in his ear about important protectees and keeping the judge happy and yet still guaranteeing his safety. She finished with, “Take Jill’s operative with you.”

      Operative. A strange word for a PR person but whatever. His initial instinctive reaction was to argue. Unfortunately, he wasn’t in any position to disagree with his boss. Dammit.

      “Ten-four.”

      Kita poked her finger into his pectorals. “You’re taking me with you.”

      She’d tilted her chin up, her nearly black eyes sultry, and blasted his thoughts to a place that was far from an appropriate reaction to a coworker. Dammit, he needed to get his raging hormones under control.

      Something about her, certainly not her attitude, had caused his body to react in a most innately visceral and unexpectedly sexual manner. Which was insane on several levels. But damn, his body had stood up and taken notice the moment she’d come into the room. Despite the fact that she was disheveled, sweaty, and clearly not his type.

      Jillian Larsen eyed him shrewdly. “You have a lead.”

      “Yes.”

      Alex studied her. While he could appreciate her attributes, she left him cold. As Kita Kim swaggered into his personal space, he realized, amused at himself, he was more turned on by the woman who had been wrapped up in a thick insulated suit and smelled like it, than the sophisticated, urbane Larsen. What did that say about him?

      He’d been working too long without a break.

      And he was going to have to take Kita Kim with him, at least for right now. Maybe he could still luck out and she wouldn’t pass the judge’s sexy aide/playmate test.

      “Judge, you’re going back to your office with Deputy Marshal Gaffney while Ms. Kim and I check out this lead.”

      Kita nodded, a purely satisfied smile curved her mouth.

      Alex couldn’t resist. “Consider it your audition for me.”

      Her smirk made him want to press closer, throw her off her game, muss up that supreme confidence. Which was completely unprofessional. “Not sure you can handle me.”

      He knew how he’d like to handle her.

      Alex reverted to protocol to save himself from blurting out something completely inappropriate, “Ms. Larsen, we need to escort the judge to his car.”

      “Of course.”

      “Give me five minutes to change into something a little more professional.” Kita Kim headed out the door.

      This case was already too complicated. Maybe they could catch a break and it would be over before it started.
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      Kita waited for Alex Saunders to fold his large form and long legs into the front seat of her Prius.

      Unassuming. Good gas mileage. Excellent for the environment. But hell on super long legs. He fit but it wasn’t optimal. His expression reinforced her observation. Grumpy.

      She must have imagined that smoldering look in Jill’s office. “I guess you’re too big.”

      Flirty, a little inappropriate, but guaranteed to throw the guy off.

      He shot her an inscrutable look. She wanted to snicker but instead she said blandly, “Where to?”

      He named an address in the outer suburbs. But didn’t say anything more.

      Kita peeled out of the Adams-Larsen parking lot across the back alley. “Who are we going to see?”

      “Disgruntled husband of a woman the judge just sent to federal prison for violating a non-compete clause on an employment contract.”

      “Seems somewhat harmless.”

      “Except the government has been cracking down on this kind of white collar crime, and the evidence was irrefutable. She benefited by stealing client contact lists.”

      Kita thought for a moment. “Hardly seems passionate enough to physically threaten a sitting federal judge. What else have you got?”

      “That’s it.”

      She hummed, turning over possibilities and scenarios in her head. She might not have been field certified for the CIA but she was a hell of a strategist. She’d written briefs on interrogation analysis. But Alex Saunders didn’t know that, and he likely didn’t have the clearance needed to find out. So she’d allow him the lead unless she saw an opportunity. “What’s our strategy going in?”

      Alex Saunders lifted his eyebrows.

      “I can be bad cop,” she said with a particular glee. If she was going to go into the field, she wanted to have some fun.

      “I’ll question him.”

      Keep your mouth shut was implied.

      “What type of intel have you got then?” She sighed. He was no fun.

      Alex Saunders thumbed through the screen on his phone. “He made verbal threats at the sentencing hearing.”

      “Why wasn’t this checked out before?” Kita frowned. He seemed like a rule-following kind of guy. And overt threats made against the judge in the courtroom seemed to be a slam dunk. Of course, nothing was ever an actual slam dunk. The nuances and intricacies of espionage situations were convoluted and complex.

      “I don’t know,” he said grimly. “But I will find out.”

      They arrived at the residence of the man in question. The front yard was overgrown, weeds choking out the dead and dying annuals in the front flower bed. The grass was trimmed but the rest of the bushes and flowers had a neglected air about them.

      Kita bent to finger a bright red geranium that just needed to be deadheaded for the flowers to come back. The leaves were velvety and green and well-kept.

      “What are you doing?” His dress shoes clicked on the cement walkway leading up to the front door. The blue door with glass panels to each side displayed a grapevine wreath wrapped in a red, white and blue flag ribbon and festooned with faded red silk carnations.

      Kita glanced around the neighborhood. Middle class, well-maintained, the kind of neighborhood that kept secrets as well as nicely manicured lawns. The cars were mid-range older models, and the suspect’s home was no exception.

      Although the residence certainly didn’t indicate any type of imbalance in income or a status beyond the rest of the neighborhood. Not that the woman the judge sentenced couldn’t have hidden her ill-gotten gains, but something definitely seemed a little off.

      “Where’s her money?”

      Alex ignored her and knocked on the front door.

      They could hear someone coming. Alex unsnapped the strap on his holster and put his hand on the grip of his government-issued weapon.

      “Is that necessary?”

      Kita wasn’t worried. But she was very cognizant that an upstanding, middle class façade could hide evil.

      “Precautionary.”

      “We’re just talking to him.”

      Alex nodded shortly.

      The door jerked open. A disheveled man—hair askew, at least a week of gray stubble on his chin, and clad in pajamas and a bathrobe that definitely hadn’t seen a washing machine anytime lately—stared blankly at them.

      No one spoke. Finally Kita said, “Mr. Gauss?”

      Her question seemed to shake him out of his stupor. “Yes.” His voice was gravelly, as if he hadn’t spoken in a while.

      She could be wrong but he didn’t appear to be in any shape mentally to be threatening the judge.

      “Deputy Marshal Alex Saunders.” Alex shoved out his hand. “Can we ask you a few questions?”

      The man turned around and shuffled toward the sofa just visible past the open door. “I have to talk to you, right?”

      The weary acceptance in his rough question sparked Kita’s compassion. She glanced around the living room. A fine layer of dust covered everything. A philodendron in the corner had ruffled leaves brown at the edges, and a spider plant in a stand by the front window was more transparent fronds than healthy green-and-white striped leaves.

      Kita stuck her finger in the pot and jammed up against hard dirt.

      “Would you prefer a lawyer present?” Alex Saunders asked. Dumb. He should have just gone for it. Mr. Gauss wasn’t thinking clearly.

      And if this guy had anything to do with threatening letters to the judge, she would eat her poisonous pothos.

      Mr. Gauss laughed cynically. “Lawyer didn’t do any good. Why pay one now?”

      Kita wanted a look at the guy’s computer while Alex Saunders quizzed him.

      “Mr. Gauss. Would you like me to water your plants?”

      He blinked, looked around as if just noticing that his houseplants were dying. “Sure?”

      Saunders frowned at her.

      Kita hustled into the kitchen, listening with half an ear while Alex Saunders began to interrogate the man.

      Kita rummaged through the cabinets until she found a tall glass. She lifted the tap and let the water run. A desktop sat on the small desk built into the kitchen cabinet area and was covered in dust. Kita glanced in the living room, then pressed the power button.

      While the laptop powered up, she filled the glass with water and bustled back into the living room. First she pinched off the dead leaves from the spider plant then slowly watered the plant, careful not to overwater.

      Alex kept his focus on the man, who was becoming agitated, but she could feel her partner’s censure in the tightness of his mouth. What had she done wrong?

      Kita strode back into the kitchen and bent over the keyboard, checking the last time Mr. Gauss had gotten online and what kind of programs he had on his home computer.

      It was a basic model probably bought on sale. She skimmed through the directory on his hard drive. He hadn’t even logged online in two weeks. There was no way this guy was the stalker.

      Kita quickly powered down the computer and filled the glass once more.

      She returned to the living room and tended to the philodendron with the same care she’d given the spider plant.

      Mr. Gauss was ranting. “Haven’t you people destroyed my life enough? My wife was innocent.”

      Alex Saunders was trying to placate the man but it wasn’t going well. “Judge Adams has been receiving threats.”

      “Good.” Mr. Gauss’s hand trembled as he took a sip of water. “I hope he’s as miserable as I am.”

      “It’s a federal offense to threaten an officer of the court.”

      “Whatever. The man deserves whatever he gets. He sent my wife to prison.”

      For a crime it seemed clear she committed. Except where were the funds? Where was the extravagance? Kita saw no overt signs that Mrs. Gauss had skimmed client lists to benefit her new company. But even Mr. Gauss’s anger was lackluster. He was not their guy.

      Kita patted him on the shoulder. “If you just pinch and water once a week, your plants will stay healthy.”

      He blinked and smiled wanly at her. “Thank you. My wife usually takes care of the greenery.” He looked around his living room as if seeing the still banded-up newspapers and the dirty plates on the coffee table for the first time.

      He stood abruptly. “I didn’t have anything to do with those threats. But I’d like you to leave now.”

      Alex Saunders shot her a dirty look. “Thank you for your time.”

      He quietly stormed out the door. He didn’t say a word as she followed behind him.
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      “What was that?” Alex gritted his teeth. He wasn’t quite sure how he’d lost complete control of that interview.

      He was trained to analyze people for a living. While of course the psychiatrists and doctors had their own analyses of potential WitSec recipients, the agents weighed in on suitability since they tended to spend more time and interact with the witnesses. And he knew what to do to assess and report on a potential witness.

      He’d been surprised by her compassion toward the broken man.

      Kita shrugged. Shrugged! “He isn’t our guy.”

      She was right. “We still have to follow protocol and interview him as if he were our suspect.”

      “That was your job.” She put the car in gear and headed back toward the center of DC. “Besides, I checked his computer log. He hadn’t been online in two weeks. If he’s been sending encrypted emails, he hasn’t been doing it from home.”

      Frustration boiled inside him like a cauldron. “You…checked his computer.”

      “Yeah.”

      He noted her relaxed posture, her delicate hands loose on the wheel. As if she hadn’t just broken several laws by illegally searching his computer.

      “We didn’t have a warrant.” And shit, his voice had risen. Was she trying to get him fired?

      “If I’d found anything, I would have shut it down and we could have come back with a warrant.”

      “With enough time for him to delete or hide the evidence.”

      “C’mon, Al—Deputy Saunders,” Kita said. “If he’d done it, we would have found another way to prove it. Unless you completely wipe a hard drive, which ding ding would be a huge clue that you’d done something wrong, most deleted data can be retrieved.”

      “There are rules, laws in place for a reason.” His heart pounded into his throat. How the hell was he supposed to work with someone who had no respect for protocol?

      She laughed, the sound a light cascade of notes, that raised his blood pressure even more.

      Then she patted his hand, just like she’d patted the sad and pathetic Mr. Gauss. “It all worked out.”

      The sexual attraction he’d kept under wraps unexpectedly zapped him. How could he be attracted to her? Yes, of course, his hormones appreciated her, but her disregard for proper procedure and her lack of respect for the rules should override any physical attraction.

      But his body didn’t give a shit. His dick was interested and happy to be near her.

      She snatched her fingers back and kept her eye on the road. “All’s well that ends well.”

      Alex could only hope that the judge would find her lacking as a potential companion.

      Because his boss told him he had to play nice, which meant he couldn’t object to her presence no matter how much he wanted to.

      “Do not subvert the rules again.”

      “Sure, Deputy Marshal Saunders.” Her voice was a low throaty purr and he thought she was poking fun at him.

      She pulled up to the employee entrance to the judge’s office.

      Alex swung open the door and extricated himself from the little car. “Be back in two hours.”
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      After dropping Mr. Grumpy at the judge’s office, Kita headed back to ALIAS. She was going to need hazard pay to deal with the oh-so-serious Deputy Marshal Saunders. She knocked, then opened Jill’s office door.

      “How did it go?” Jillian sank onto the delicate wing-back chair with the crewel embroidery, leaned her head back, and closed her eyes.

      “Well, as much as the vaunted US Marshal’s service has a stellar reputation, we didn’t solve the case quite yet,” Kita said drily.

      “Oh. My. God.”

      Kita stalked over to the chair vacated by Alex Saunders. She had the inexplicable urge to dominate the space he’d been occupying earlier. What that said about her she had no idea. She plopped down into the upholstered chair and swore she could still smell his scent, a mix of soap and pine lingering in the air, taunting her all over again. “Jillian. What the heck is really going on?”

      Jillian had that old world WASP vibe that always made Kita hesitate to swear in front of her. It was a weird dynamic. Jillian was her boss. Jillian and Marsh had been pals when they’d worked for the US Marshals, while Kita and Marsh had been friends since middle school. Kita always felt a subtle competition for Marsh’s affection between them. She was probably imagining it.

      “The judge wants protection.”

      Screw it. “The judge is an asshole.”

      Jillian laughed. “No argument there.”

      “Why us?”

      “I have no idea. But I can tell you this.” Jillian straightened and looked Kita right in the eyes. “He knows what we really do. And if we don’t comply, he’ll out us. That threat was very clear.”

      Since their main focus was helping innocent people in trouble disappear, their business was extremely hush-hush and confidential. If the word got out about Adams-Larsen’s true business, their clients would be in jeopardy.

      “I will not let that fucker win.”

      Kita snorted. Just when she thought she had Jillian pegged, she went and did or said something completely out of character.

      “What does Marsh say?”

      Jillian pressed her lips together. What the heck?

      “Jillian?”

      “I haven’t heard from Marsh.”

      “You….” Kita had just assumed he was on a top secret relocation. They’d had one or two lately so incredibly sensitive that only the bosses knew where the client was being placed. “But I thought—”

      “Yeah.” Jillian Larsen rubbed a hand over her forehead. Her perfect French manicure gleamed in the beam of the overhead lights. “He’s AWOL. I don’t know why or how. He told me he needed a little time off. I thought he meant, you know, like a weekend or something.”

      “Have you tried his cell?”

      “Straight to voice mail.”

      “House?”

      “Locked up tight.”

      “House on the Cape?”

      “Empty and dusty.”

      “Holy shit.”

      “Yeah.” The strain of keeping that information to herself, for the past month, holy freaking cow, surfaced in Jillian’s voice.

      “And you think his father has any idea?”

      “No. But if we don’t keep the judge happy then he might just go digging.”

      So Jill was in a tough spot. Kita could use this to her advantage. “How happy?”

      “I need you to keep him safe and keep him off our backs and frankly away from the office. I can’t lie for Marsh forever.” Jillian frowned. “The judge wasn’t giving us the full truth about the letters he’s received. They don’t assign Marshal protection for routine threats.”

      That’s what she figured. “You have copies of the letters?”

      “Alex Saunders is supposed to forward them to me so I can take a look.”

      Alex Saunders. Just his name sent a smattering of goose bumps across Kita’s neck. Her body was still on high alert from his presence. Her core warm and gooey when she remembered his husky laugh in the heated confines of her little car.

      Kita hesitated. “I’d like to trace the IP address.”

      Jillian squared her shoulders. “Okay. I’ll analyze the letters. I’m stuck here. With Marsh gone, I can’t afford to be away from the office.”

      So the judge had made a bid for Jillian. That made sense on several levels. It also meant Kita was going to be doing Jillian a favor. A big favor.

      Jillian continued, “The judge may…come on a little strong.”

      “I can deal.”

      Jillian hesitated again. “Can you handle it if the judge gets overly aggressive?”

      “I’ll handle it,” she snipped. Besides, the judge wasn’t too impressed with her charms.

      “When he sees you dressed to kill, he may change his mind,” Jillian said as if she’d read Kita’s thoughts.

      “I’ll handle him.” Kita dismissed Jillian’s concern. “This assignment isn’t in my job description.”

      It was so far from her job description as to be laughable.

      “I know. I can’t force you to take the assignment.”

      But if Kita did do this…. Possibilities swirled in her brain.

      “I’ll make it up to you.” Jillian practically begged. “But I need you to make the judge happy. The future of our business depends on his keeping his mouth shut.”

      Kita knew why she was going to do this. Marsh had applauded her out-of-the-box thinking on more than one occasion. She was going to out of the box Hannah Smith right out of a dangerous situation.

      “Okay. I’ll do it but I want something in return,” Kita said grimly. “Something worth my while.”

      “What?”

      “Relocate Hannah Smith and the children pro bono.”

      “Are you kidding me?” Jillian reared back as if Kita had advanced aggressively.

      “Frank Donner is dangerous,” Kita argued. “He killed her sister and got away with it. He’s beating up Hannah regularly. You know at some point he’ll start hitting his kids.”

      “They’re his kids.”

      Kita knew that. It was why Jill had refused the first time around. It was why Hannah Smith was taking self-defense classes from Kita. But she wasn’t responding to the self-defense training. “I know.”

      “That’s….”

      “Technically against the law.”

      “Kita, we already had this discussion. That would take us into an area I don’t want to tread.” Jillian’s gaze was troubled. “Everything we do is done legally. I can’t start breaking the law.”

      “What about Frank Donner?”

      “We don’t have the right to take his children away.”

      “Tammy Donner disappeared. Hannah knows he killed her.”

      “The police investigated. He was cleared,” Jill shot back. “He has an airtight alibi.”

      “Hannah doesn’t know how he did it, but she’s sure he killed her sister.”

      Jill sighed.

      “Do you really want Hannah Smith’s death on your conscience?” ’Cause Kita sure as hell didn’t. “What if we just relocate them for a temporary time?”

      “You’re talking Amber Alerts and nationwide attention if the father goes public. The FBI would be called in if we transport them across state lines.”

      “I’m betting he won’t.”

      “And if you’re wrong?”

      Jill was caving. She could feel it. “Fire me. I’ll take all the heat. The authorities won’t even know ALIAS had anything to do with it. After all, I met Hannah at the shelter.”

      “I can’t afford to fire you. I need you. My pool of qualified employees keeps shrinking.” Jillian sat in the fancy formal chair, her head back and a weary expression on her face. “I’m not promising anything but let me look into the situation.”

      Kita knew she had her. “I’ll get you the sister’s hospital records.”

      “Okay,” Jill said. “I’ll consider temporary housing, in the District of Columbia. We can’t move her or the kids across a state line and it can only be temporary until…unless we can prove the brother-in-law is dangerous.”

      Inside Kita was doing a serious fist pump. Yes! As long as she kept the judge happy and off Jillian’s back, Hannah and her nieces would be safe.

      “You won’t regret this.”

      Jillian lifted her head. “I already do. But I don’t have a choice.”

      Kita’s smile was hurting her face. “Thank you. Thank you.”

      “It’s going to take a few days to set up.”

      Kita didn’t care. All she cared about was that Hannah and those girls had a chance now.

      Jillian glanced at the slim Cartier tank on her wrist. “Come on. We’ve only got one hundred and five minutes to turn you into the judge’s slut du jour.”

      “Slut?”

      “Sorry, classy assistant aka new toy.”

      “Can’t we blackmail the judge with that?”

      “It’s an open secret that he screws his office staff,” Jillian said with disgust. “And they keep getting younger and younger. Horny old goat.”

      “You don’t expect me to….”

      “Of course not. But you may have to dodge him. The good news is Alex Saunders is a by-the-book agent. You won’t ever be alone with the judge in a private setting.”

      “You know him?” Kita tried to act casual.

      “I did a little checking while you were interviewing your suspect.”

      “Anything I should know?” She tried to keep the question casual but Jillian saw right through her.

      “He’s got a solid rep for following the rules.” Jillian said with a sly smile, “You’re interested.”

      Kita flushed. Maybe. But she only shrugged.

      “He looked like he’d like to get to know you a whole lot better.”

      Kita blushed at Jill’s teasing.

      “He’s going to have a cow when he figures out that Marsh and I worked for the Marshals and the reasons we left.” Jillian’s smile was not nice. “Make sure you don’t spill any secrets if he screws you blind.”

      “Jill!” She could feel the embarrassment flood her face.

      No chance of that happening.

      Not if he followed the rules like Jillian thought he did.

      “There’s nothing that states that the protectorate can’t get involved with someone from a different agency.”

      Okay the mind-reading was getting a little freaky. Better switch subjects to something a little more practical.

      Office assistant and girlfriend, but bodyguard on the down low, for Judge Adams. Kita spent her days in yoga pants and workout tops. Her closet was full of Lucy and Title IX. Hardly the proper attire for this gig.

      “I don’t have the clothes for this assignment.”

      “Don’t worry.” Jillian went over to the desk and hit the intercom button. “Maria. Check out the closet in the spare bedroom. We need to outfit Kita for the judge, so bring the slinky stuff.”

      Oh boy.
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      Alex sat in the antechamber of the judge’s office and skimmed information on his phone.

      The security just to get in the building was tight, and technically Alex shouldn’t be in chambers when a confidential pretrial meeting was happening.

      So he’d spent the past hour waiting out here and researching Adams-Larsen, the supposedly high-end public relations and consulting firm run by Jillian Larsen and Marsh Adams.

      Except he hadn’t been able to acquire much information. The general consensus was their client list was so exclusive and their work so confidential that no one knew who actually used their services. The research he’d garnered did nothing to reassure him that having one of their employees act as his backup was a good idea.

      Alex was hamstrung between his personal code of conduct and the unusual circumstances of this protection detail.

      Which meant the probability of a cluster-fuck was astronomical.

      He hated that he’d barely started and the rules were being thrown out the window. The only way to maintain control of a situation was to follow the rules, especially with so many variables in play. He had to manage this operation. He had to supervise the unexpected operative. He had to control Judge Adams.

      Alex’s only hope was that when Kita Kim arrived, the judge would deem her completely unsuitable. Alex wasn’t sure what would happen then but at least he’d have another chance to convince the judge to stick with an
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