
Chapter One

There are very few things Alex Derby hates more than pomp and circumstance—yet here she is, sitting in a crowded room listening to colleagues pat themselves on the back under the veil of fundraising. 

“How much longer do we need to endure this bullshit?”

Hunter Nagle smiles and shakes his head before leaning closer. “Come on, Derby. It’s for a good cause.” He shrugs and motions to the corner of the room. “And if that doesn’t convince you, the open bar should.”

Hunter is one of the few agents Alex works with at the Criminal Investigative Division at the FBI who doesn’t make her want to punch a wall. His easy manner, slight Southern drawl, and handsome features make him popular with everyone, but Alex has always appreciated his no-nonsense approach. He’s never struck her as self-serving, and they share a mutual disdain for the kiss-asses that are so common in their world you could throw a rock and hit three. 

She sips her beer. “Is it really”—she makes air quotes—“open bar if we had to pay to be here?”

He chuckles. “You didn’t pay a damn thing.”

She leans back in her chair and does a quick sweep of the room. “No, but some donor did.”

She only agreed to come to the gauche event because she wants to see who is paying to sit in a room with countless FBI agents, their department heads, and a smattering of politicians. Donations start at five thousand but can go as high as seventy-five thousand for a table of eight. Sure, it’s for a good cause, but not everyone is here out of generosity. Tax write-off be damned. 

He leans forward on the table and nods to the stage. “Boss man is getting ready to give his speech.”

She huffs and takes a pull from her beer. “The way he tells it, you’d think he made the Fitzgerald collar all on his own.”

He shrugs. “The Bureau had been chasing him for almost twenty years. It was a big deal to catch him.”

Alex watches as Assistant Director Peterson steps in front of the podium. If you were to pass him on the street, you’d never know that he spent most of his career chasing down cartels or working in the Gang Unit. You definitely wouldn’t be able to tell that he served as the head of SWAT or that she’s known him since she was a child. 

Assistant Director Peterson is how she addresses him now, but it used to be Dave—her father’s best friend. She used to think of him as larger than life, a hero just like her father. But like most things, as you get older and gain more perspective, you realize there’s so much more to the story. The world isn’t black and white. Good guys sometimes do bad things, and bad guys occasionally have redeeming qualities. As it turns out, Dave isn’t some shiny beacon of hope and fortitude she once imagined him to be. Instead, he’s just like everyone else—glaringly disappointing if you get close enough to really look under the shiny surface.

She forces her eyes away from the podium and studies the people watching him. She’s not interested in those pretending to laugh at his practiced jokes, and she doesn’t care about the people playing on their phones. Her only interest is in the guests exuding intentional indifference—that’s where the secrets lay. It doesn’t take long to spot a few, and it’s easy to differentiate between those full of disdain because they covet his position of power and those who are aloof because they don’t want to be noticed. 

Her senses tingle as her gaze drifts over one person in particular—Jeffery Fletcher. He’s a vile excuse for a human being. The rumors that swirl around him are nothing short of rage-inducing. Bribery, tax evasion, and corruption are just a few areas where he casts a long shadow of suspicion. But here he sits on a high horse she’d name Audacity if asked. 

She rubs her thumbs up the sweaty neck of her beer bottle and whispers, “Check out table eight.”

Hunter stretches and glances to the back of the room. “Jesus. What do you think he’s doing here?”

The question is rhetorical, and she doesn’t bother to answer. They both know exactly what he’s doing here. It’s all political theater. Spend time and make friends with people who may eventually have the opportunity to investigate you. Ingratiate yourself with political figures and make sure to get your picture taken in the event of your demise—assured mutual destruction. It pays to have friends in influential places, and events like this make it easy to collect them.

The round of applause shakes her from her contemplation, and she reluctantly joins the rest of the guests with half-hearted clapping. She’s getting ready to ask Hunter to accompany her back toward table eight so she can attempt to eavesdrop when she sees his face brighten with excitement. Only one person affects him that way—his ex-wife, Cassidy Wolf.

Cassidy isn’t just attractive—she’s stunning. Her blond hair is swept up off her shoulders in a bun, and she’s wearing a black cocktail dress that looks like it’s painted on. Her blue eyes sparkle as she approaches their table, and Alex forces herself not to get transfixed by her smile. Cassidy is one of the rising stars at the FBI, and the Behavioral Analysis Unit is lucky to have her. She’s worked with her on a few cases and has always found her to be intelligent, dedicated, and welcoming. The FBI often shoves her in front of the press, has her speak at colleges, and utilizes her infectious personality as a liaison between different departments. Alex has wondered more than once if she’d still be their poster child if she looked less like Margot Robbie and more like Danny DeVito.

Hunter hugs Cassidy and kisses her cheek. He pulls out her chair and waits for her to get settled. “I wondered if you were going to come say hi.”

She grabs his old-fashioned and takes a sip. “They stuck me at the senator’s table, and I’ve spent the entire night trying to get away. I don’t know why I wasn’t placed with the rest of the agents.”

Alex knows exactly why she was put at that specific table. She watches Cassidy’s facial expressions and tries to determine if she’s being coy or is genuinely unaware. Cassidy seems sincere in her confusion, but that can’t possibly be true. Can it?

“You remember Alex Derby, right?” Hunter nods in Alex’s direction.

“Of course.” Cassidy smiles brightly. “How have you been, Alex?”

Hunter laughs. “She’s been planning her escape from the moment she walked through the door. She hates these things.”

Alex rolls her eyes. “I don’t hate them. I just find them self-indulgent and obnoxious.” She raises her beer. “But I’m thrilled to be spending my evening with you.” Her voice is intentionally sarcastic, and it gains her a smile from Cassidy.

Cassidy raises her eyebrow. “Hunter, it looks like you found the one woman on the planet who doesn’t want to spend their Saturday night with you. Fascinating.”

Hunter shrugs. “Alex doesn’t count. She prefers Sarah Paulson to Chris Evans.”

Alex is annoyed that her cheeks burn with embarrassment. She’s never cared if people know she’s a lesbian. She’s been out since she was thirteen years old. There’s no reason it should bother her now. It makes her uncomfortable to think it’s because she’s concerned about how Cassidy sees her. 

To avoid any further aggravating thoughts or feelings, Alex equips herself with one of the few tools in her arsenal—biting sarcasm. “It’s called culture, Hunter.” She leans forward in her chair. “Sorry, culture means—”

“Fuck off, Derby.” Hunter laughs and rocks back in his chair.

Cassidy smiles as she takes another sip from the lowball glass. Her eyes sparkle with amusement, and she doesn’t look away. Alex forces herself to be quiet, even though she suddenly wants nothing more than to keep Cassidy’s attention. 

The abrupt onset of that unintended revelation forces Alex up from her seat. “I’m going to wander around for a bit. Cassidy, it was nice to see you again. Hunter, go fuck yourself.”

Hunter raises his glass. “See you at the range tomorrow.”

Luckily for Alex, enough is going on in the room to keep her from dwelling on any lingering unwanted effect Cassidy just had on her. She spots Jefferey Fletcher huddled in conversation by the bar and decides to head that way. She orders another beer and places her forearms on the bar top to lean over and see who is on the other side of the conversation with Jeffery. She quickly looks in the other direction when she recognizes Miles Christie, a senator from Florida. 

Lately, Senator Christie has been lambasting Jeffery Fletcher all over the news. The familiar banter they’re exchanging now is nothing short of dizzying. The bartender hands her a bottle, and she takes it and turns back toward the busy room. She listens to the two men and tries to pick up any words that may be of consequence. However, the longer she listens, she realizes that it’s not what they’re saying—it’s what they’re not. There doesn’t seem to be any rhyme or reason to their conversation. Are they talking in some kind of code?

She’s so engrossed in trying to memorize any phrases that stand out that she doesn’t notice Assistant Director Peterson until he slaps her on the back. “How you doing, Derby?”

She chokes on the beer in an attempt to not spit it out. “Director Peterson.” She turns to look at him. “Great speech.”

He looks at her sideways. “You weren’t listening to any of it.”

She shakes her head. “No, but I’m sure it was great.”

He chuckles and nods toward the room. “You should go mingle. Networking is good for your career.”

She raises her bottle. “On my way.”

He gives her a look that indicates he doesn’t believe her. “I’m going to see your dad tomorrow.”

“Another riveting day on the golf course.” She can’t imagine anything worse.

He laughs and smacks her on the back again. “You should join us. You used to play with us when you were a teenager.”

She shakes her head. “Driving you guys to and from the course so you could drink beer all day hardly counts as playing with you.”

He shrugs. “The offer still stands.”

She looks over to where the senator and Fletcher were moments before, but they’re gone. She curses under her breath and puts her almost full bottle back on the bar. “Sorry, I have plans.” She checks her watch. “In fact, I should get going. Early day tomorrow.”

“Alex,” he says and puts his hand on her shoulder. “You’re never going to get ahead if you don’t start playing the game.”

She looks down at his hand and then back at him. “What game? Golf or office politics?”

He sighs heavily. “You know what I mean.” He leans closer. “There’s going to be an opening in the Counterterrorism Division soon. I know you’ve always wanted to work there.” He makes a circular motion with his hand. “It could be yours with a slight attitude adjustment.”

She crosses her arms, her defenses flaring. “I’ve closed more cases for my division than any other agent. You know that.”

“And you and I both know there’s more to it than just being good at your job. You should try to be more like Cassidy Wolf. Have you met her? Delightful young girl.”

Her neck flushes hot. She shouldn’t say the words screaming in her mind, but she can’t help herself. “Cassidy is an FBI agent and a woman—not a girl. I’m sure she’d appreciate it if you referred to her as such.”

“You know what I mean.”

“No, Director Peterson, I truly don’t.” She steps backward. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I really do have a busy day tomorrow. Enjoy the rest of your evening.”

She doesn’t look back to see if he’s staring after her, and it doesn’t matter. He’s probably right. She probably should try to be more amicable. It wouldn’t kill her to participate in extra-curricular activities with her peers, and it definitely wouldn’t hurt her career. But the thought of pasting on a fake smile and pretending to laugh at their crude jokes is more than she can bear. It should be good enough to be the best in her division, but she knows it isn’t true even as she thinks it. That’s not how the world works, and certainly not the FBI.

Fuck. She was going to have to make a friend. Perfect.

* * *

The range is practically empty when she arrives at zero nine hundred the following day. Alex prefers to go when attendance is sparse. It allows for a layer of anonymity and saves her from small talk. Hunter started showing up during her favored time about six months ago. Her initial instinct was to change her schedule, but she’s grown to enjoy their banter and easy camaraderie. He’s the closest thing she has to a work friend, albeit they don’t participate in activities outside the range. Maybe it’s time to change that. She can tolerate Hunter for longer periods of time than she allows for now. 

Alex checks in at the armory and signs for a hundred bullets. The young agent staffing the desk barely looks up from his tablet as he slides the roster sheet to her and hands her two ammunition boxes. 

As she approaches their typical lanes, she’s surprised to see he isn’t alone. Cassidy is in the lane to Hunter’s right—her usual spot. Her lack of immediate annoyance is startling. Her internal monologue would be grumbling if it were anyone but Cassidy. She thinks about placing her gear to Hunter’s left but changes her mind. She prefers to see who’s entering the range, and the only clear line of sight is next to Cassidy. You’re doing some impressive mental gymnastics to justify being next to her, Derby. She shrugs the thought away.

Alex drops her bag on the table and secures her ear protection and safety glasses. “Morning.”

Hunter peeks around Cassidy’s back and flips her off. By contrast, Cassidy offers her a warm smile. “Hi, Alex. I hope you don’t mind me tagging along and infringing on your and Hunter’s range time. I haven’t been able to make it down here lately, and I’m feeling a little rusty.”

Alex pulls her service weapon from her bag and starts unloading the bullets from her magazine and replacing them with the ones she just acquired. “No worries. It’s not like we’re going to braid each other’s hair between rounds.” 

Cassidy turns back to her target and begins firing off several rounds. Alex pretends not to pay any attention, but her curiosity gets the best of her. It isn’t surprising that shooting seems to come as effortless as everything else Cassidy does. Five clean shots to the head, three in each shoulder, and six in center mass. 

“Impressive,” Alex says as she slides the magazine into the butt of her gun.

Hunter points downrange. “I told Cassidy at coffee this morning that you’re the only person I know who is a better shot than her.”

Alex’s attention hangs on to the reference of them being together this morning. Did that mean they also spent last night together? Why should I care? I don’t. She desperately needs to talk about something else—or not talk at all. Either works for her. 

Alex configures her target for intermittent training and then presses the start button. “Pay attention, Hunter. I’m only going to show you how to do this one more time.”

Alex takes her stance and exhales a deep breath. The target moves backward ten yards and then angles right another five. She squeezes the trigger five times in immediate succession. The target then moves forward eight yards and angles left six more—five more shots. The target changes direction and heads directly for her, stopping seven yards away before moving backward twenty. She fires directly into it as it retreats. 

Alex ejects her empty magazine and places the gun on the table while waiting for the target to return. It takes effort not to smile at how Hunter is diligently trying to count the bullet holes in the silhouette. 

He pulls the target off the board and smiles. “You missed two shots.” He points to either side of the head. “Here and here.”

“No, I didn’t,” Alex says as she reloads the magazine.

Hunter points again. “It’s okay to lose sometimes, Derby.”

Cassidy bumps him with her shoulder. “She didn’t miss. She gave it earrings.”

Hunter pulls the target closer to his face. “Fucking show-off.” He puts it on the table next to Alex. “I hate playing with you.”

Alex smiles. “Oh, Hunter, we’re not competing.”

Cassidy nods toward his target. “You two aren’t even playing the same game.”

“Good thing my self-esteem isn’t reliant on praise from the two of you,” he says as he stomps back to his lane.

As Hunter passes, Cassidy winks at her. Alex’s pulse quickens, and it takes all her concentration not to smile. She spends the next thirty minutes trying to put all of her focus into firing her weapon. She’s successful…mostly…a little. It’s difficult to fully concentrate, knowing Cassidy is watching her between her own rounds. Difficult, but not unpleasant. In fact, it’s the opposite of unpleasant, with a dash of excitement. 

“Anyone interested in brunch?” Hunter slings his bag over his shoulder.

Alex has never been to brunch with anyone other than her mother. She thinks back to her musings the night before and the need to make more friends. This is the easiest possible solution. She already likes Hunter, and she’s struggling to find anything to dislike about Cassidy. 

“Sure, that sounds like fun,” Alex says while stowing her gear.

“Really?” Hunter looks surprised. “You’ve never agreed to go with me before.”

Alex rolls her eyes. “Don’t make it weird. If you’re going to make it weird, I’m not going.”

Cassidy smacks Hunter playfully. “Let’s go to the Secret Garden.”

Hunter shakes his head. “I don’t want to go all the way out there. Let’s hit up The Spot.”

Cassidy sighs. “They’re across the street from each other. Plus, The Secret Garden has better brunch.”

Hunter shrugs. “But the Spot has better Bloody Marys.” He nods to Alex. “What do you prefer?”

Alex has never been to either, but she doesn’t want her lack of a social life to be on full display. “If I’m going to be stuck eating with you, Hunter, I prefer a place with better drinks.”

Hunter smiles. “You’re kind of an asshole, but I’ll take the win.”

Before she walks off, Cassidy gives her a look that’s a cross between confused and disappointed. Alex wonders if she’s violated some kind of girl code she isn’t privy to by siding with Hunter. She wants to explain that her decision wasn’t meant as a slight as much as a cover for her embarrassment, but she says nothing. The only thing more humiliating than acknowledging she isn’t even slightly familiar with popular brunch locations in an area she’s lived in for ten years is admitting the actual humiliation. 






Chapter Ten

Cassidy rolls the ring on her pointer finger in circles while waiting for Alex and Brooke in the lobby. Unfortunately, the treadmill hadn’t served its intended purpose of working out her stress. The hot shower hadn’t added any reprieve, so now she’s reduced to rudimentary fidgeting. Perfect.

The elevator dings, and she holds her breath, waiting to see who is on the other side. Alex looks phenomenal in her black jeans, Nirvana T-shirt, and black blazer rolled to her elbows. Her black, pixie hair is still wet from the shower, and when she pushes her long bangs out of her eyes by running her fingers through them, Cassidy has to remind herself to breathe.

“Hey,” Alex says. She slides her hands into her back pockets. “Were you waiting long?”

Cassidy shakes her head and reminds herself that words exist. “Nope. Just got down here.” She holds up her phone. “The Lyft should be here any minute.” She racks her brain longer to find her excessive and normally accessible vocabulary. “How did everything go with Quantico?”

Alex blows out a long breath. “I told Gregory about the algorithm and that I think it’s linked to a voting scam, but asked him not to say anything until I could get back and explain everything in detail. I told him that it potentially involved some people from different government agencies and a few elected officials. I didn’t give him enough to tip our hands fully, but we’ll know soon if he can be trusted. If he’s in on it at all, they’ll be all over me when I get back. So now we wait and see.”

Brooke clips her small clutch and slings it over her shoulder. “As you can see, she’s totally made peace with it and is completely chill.”

“I am chill,” Alex says.

“Uh-huh.” Brooke looks down at Alex rubbing her thumb into her palm. “That’s what I said.”

Cassidy closes the back door to the small back seat. “How did Gregory seem? He strikes me as pretty open-minded.”

Alex snorts. “I swear people are completely different around you than me.”

“What does that mean?” 

Alex shrugs. “I think people just like you more than they like me. Gregory will vet the information, but he wasn’t happy about it. He seemed irritated that I bothered him with it. He said I blindsided him. The good news is that I think I blindsided him with it. That’s how it felt anyway.”

Cassidy only hesitates for a brief moment before taking Alex’s hand and squeezing it. “Once they’re able to vet the information and we can put the pieces together, anyone who doubts you will feel foolish. Don’t worry about it right now.” She bumps her shoulder into Alex. “And not everyone likes me. Stapleton down at Cybercrimes rolls his eyes every time he has to talk to me.”

Alex turns her head and gives Cassidy her full attention. Her eyes glimmer in the passing streetlights. “Stapleton is an asshole.” She smiles. “If he’s your only evidence of people not liking you, I’m afraid that’s circumstantial and doesn’t count.” Alex leans around her and looks out the window. “Holy shit. This is your parents’ house? I didn’t think anyone in San Francisco owned anything this big, much less on property. I thought your parents were professors?”

Cassidy turns to look at the house. Her chest warms like it always does when she comes home. “They are.” She opens the door and waits for Alex and Brooke to get out of the car. “This house has been in my family since 1903. My parents have done a gazillion upgrades and improvements, but they never had to buy it. When I was born, my grandparents gave it to them.”

“It’s beautiful,” Alex says and looks a bit awkward. “I didn’t mean to insult you or anything. It just wasn’t what I was expecting.”

“You didn’t insult me.” Cassidy turns to go up the brick walkway. “I’m not as delicate as you think I am.”

“I’ll remember that.”

Cassidy’s mom is out the door to greet them before she can say anything else. “Hi, honey.” She wraps Cassidy in a hug. 

Cassidy breathes in the familiar smell of old books and Chanel perfume. “Hi, Mom.” She turns to make introductions. “This is Alex Derby and Brooke Hart.” She gestures to her mom. “This is Marjorie Wolf.”

Alex sticks her hand out, and her mom waves her off, wrapping her in a hug. “It’s so nice to meet you.” She moves on to Brooke and does the same. “Your father will be back with dinner soon. He wanted to cook, but we don’t need the fire department here tonight.” She walks toward the house and motions for them to follow. “I wish you would’ve given me more notice that you were coming. We would’ve had the whole family over.”

“It was a last-minute work thing, Mom. I only knew I was coming two days ago when I called.” Cassidy is telling the truth and is also glad she isn’t going to subject Brooke and Alex to all the flavorful colors of her sometimes very intense family. 

“You have a beautiful home, Mrs. Wolf.” Alex points to her dad’s prized possession on the far wall. “Is that a Cate Turner painting?”

“You know Cate Turner?” Her mom takes a step closer. “I didn’t take you FBI types for art aficionados. I’m impressed.”

Alex blushes slightly. “Believe it or not, if the whole FBI thing didn’t pan out, I wanted to be an art curator.”

“You did?” Brooke and Cassidy ask at the same time.

Alex ignores them and steps closer to the painting. “I’ve never seen this one before. It doesn’t look like her other work. It’s not quite as clean or concise.”

“That’s because it was never for sale,” her father says, handing the bag of food over to Cassidy’s mother. He kisses Cassidy on the top of her head and moves toward Alex. “She painted this when she was fifteen years old.” He smiles fondly at it and traces lines in the air to mimic the brush strokes. “She did the whole thing in the bed of my truck. She hated it so much that she told me to toss it when she was done.” He crosses his arms. “I obviously didn’t. I always knew she’d be someone one day.” He turns and looks at Alex. “I’m Scott Wolf.”

Alex shakes his hand. “You know Cate Turner?”

He laughs. “We grew up together. She lived two doors down from me.” He nods toward Cassidy. “She’s her godmother.”

Alex stares at Cassidy. “Buried the lede, huh?” 

Cassidy pretends to be offended and puts her hand over her heart. “She’s just Aunt Cate to me. How was I supposed to know you were some art geek?” 

“I got Italian.” He looks at Alex. “Have Cassidy show you the library after dinner. I think you’ll get a kick out of it.”

Cassidy listens fondly as her father regales Alex and Brooke with his fabulous stories and contagious wit. Her mom is always quick to pop into the conversation with corrections and a dash of realism. She’s constantly aware of how much she misses her family, but moments like these remind her how lucky she is to have them.

Having the chance to sit back and observe Alex away from any work scenario is a bonus. She’s one of those people who laughs with their whole body. She loves the way her shoulders bounce when something is particularly funny. Cassidy waits with anticipation for every sip of wine, knowing she’ll lick her bottom lip when she finishes. Her pulse quickens with every sometimes accidental and sometimes intentional brush of their fingers. She’s caught up watching Alex trace the top of her wine glass with her fingertip when her father pulls her back into the conversation.

“How’s Hunter?” Her dad hands Brooke the wine bottle. “We were going to play golf last time I was in DC, but he couldn’t get away from work.” He leans back in his chair. “You all work too much if you ask me.”

Cassidy blinks, focusing on answering her father and not that Alex gently squeezes her knee under the table. “He’s good. He’s watching Thor for me while we’re gone.”

He nods. “I always liked him. Not with you, but I like him.”

“I know, Dad. He’s a good guy.” Cassidy traces her fingertips across the back of Alex’s hand. She’s giving her a lazy smirk that makes Cassidy want to put her mouth on hers. “Want to see the library?” she asks before she talks herself out of it.

Alex nods. “Sure.”

Cassidy leads her up the stairs and into the library. There are several paintings from her aunt Cate on the walls. Her parents’ extensive book collection drenches every square inch of shelf space. She takes Alex’s hand and pulls her over to the far side of the room.

She stands slightly in front of Alex and points to the painting on the wall. “Aunt Cate painted that for my eighteenth birthday.”

Alex steps closer, and she can feel her breath on her neck. “It’s beautiful. You’re beautiful in it.”

Cassidy tries to keep her breathing measured. “How do you know it’s me? The person’s back is to us.”

Alex reaches around her and points. “The way the shape of the person becomes one with the sunset. The lines of the neck and hips are so delicate—she wanted to protect your youth while showing your evolution into adulthood. You can tell she was painting someone she truly loves. It’s exquisite.”

Cassidy’s skin flushes hot. “You should’ve kissed me last night.”

Alex brushes her lips across Cassidy’s neck and stops at her ear. “Do you want me to kiss you?”

Cassidy turns to face her and runs her hands through her short hair. She leans closer and brushes her nose against Alex’s. Alex’s grip around her waist tightens, and she pulls her tighter against her body. Alex smells like wine and sandalwood, and it’s intoxicating. 

“I want you to devour me.” Cassidy kisses her cheek and lets her lips linger on her skin.

Alex doesn’t hesitate after that. She crushes Cassidy’s lips with her own. There’s nothing timid or restrained about Alex’s intentions. If Cassidy ever wondered if Alex wanted her, that thought is extinguished now. This was the kind of kiss that was capable of parting seas. She knows the heat she feels building is matched by Alex’s. Their hands explore and press and pull. She slides her hands under Alex’s shirt and up her back. Alex’s soft skin and hard muscles make her dizzy. She wants more of her. She wants all of her.

Alex’s hands move without apprehension. She feels her way across the landscape of Cassidy’s body, and each movement leaves goose bumps in its wake. Cassidy’s desire is growing rapidly, persistent and demanding. She loves the feel of Alex’s skin against her own and how her strong and steady hands feel as they travel up her stomach. Cassidy pulls at Alex’s shirt, and her knees almost buckle from the surge of desire that spreads through her when Alex whimpers at the movement.

Alex pulls away. “We have to stop.” She bites her bottom lip and kisses her again. “We’re in your parents’ house.”

Cassidy shivers at the broken contact. “I’m not sure I care.”

Alex’s eyes say she wants to do anything but stop. “I care.” She runs her thumbs along her cheeks and then kisses each one. “We have plenty of time.” She steps back.

Cassidy only lets her get a step away before pulling her back and kissing her again. She allows herself a moment to believe they’ll have more than this night—more than this moment. It’s the only reason she finally lets her go. 

* * *

Alex makes it through the rest of the evening on autopilot. She knows people are talking around her, but the laughter and stories are ambient noise against her acute awareness of Cassidy’s proximity to her. It’s like she’s plugged into something intangible. It’s an electrical current without a name or source. Her body hums with need, and it’s exhilarating. 

The ride back to the hotel is filled with subtle touches and glances in the dark back seat of the car as Brooke makes comments about the passing city structures and the hospitality of Cassidy’s parents. She watches Cassidy take long breaths as she traces the seam of Alex’s jeans and keeps her eyes focused on the road in front of them. Cassidy lightly touches her back as they exit the vehicle, and all Alex can focus on is five minutes from now when she can pull Cassidy into her room and show her everything she wanted to do in the library.

She hears him before she sees him. Heavy breaths and grunting noises are the only warnings. The poor lighting in the alley next to the hotel gives him the few seconds he needs before anyone can stop him. Once her eyes finally adjust, her mind catches up to what is happening. Her heart lodges itself in her throat, and her hand tingles with a surge of adrenaline. He has Brooke by the neck, her body pressed against him with a knife to her throat.

Alex grabs the gun from her ankle holster once she realizes what’s happening and immediately trains it on him. “Let her go, Hugh.”

“Why would you do this to me, Brooke? I used to love you.” His eyes are wild, and spit clings to the side of Brooke’s face as he talks. “Did you really think I wouldn’t figure out that you cloned my phone? Do you think I’m stupid?” Beads of sweat accumulate along his forearms.

Brooke says nothing, but Alex knows she’s waiting for her opening. She’s always been fearless. Hugh may be smart enough to figure out that his phone was cloned, but he has no idea who he’s dealing with. Brooke has the ability to take him apart piece by piece if the opportunity arises.

Alex’s hands are steady as she calculates whether she has a clear shot. “Let her go and tell us who you’re working for. Do that, and we can work out a deal.”

“A deal?” He has tears in his eyes, but based on his mannerisms, it’s not clear if it’s from hurt or pure rage. “You have no idea what you’ve done. We’re all as good as dead.”

Alex doesn’t want to shoot him. They need him and all the information he can provide. Brooke is eerily still. She glances to the right, and Alex understands that’s the direction she’ll go when she makes her move.

“You want to do something big. You want your life to matter,” Cassidy says from beside her. “You’re tired of working for people who aren’t as smart as you. You deserve better. This was your chance. No one faults you for that. Let us help you.”

He pushes the knife into Brook’s neck. “Who do you work for, the FBI?” He snorts. “You’re all as corrupt as they come. I’m done dealing with your kind. You can’t help me.”

“Who can help you then, Hugh?” Cassidy steps closer. “Tell me, and I’ll get them for you. There must be someone.”

“No one.” He draws the knife up to Brooke’s ear. “I know you got the algorithm. I’m not going to let them come for me. I’m not going to end up in some ditch. I’m going out on my own terms, and she’s coming to hell with me.”

Alex has seen it before. He’s hell-bent on killing someone because he intends to die here tonight. Brooke takes the slight opening from his movement and slams her elbow into his stomach. She rolls to the right when his grip loosens. 

He spits and sputters. “You fucking bitch.” 

“Drop the knife and put your hands on your head.” Alex prays he listens. Arresting him could break this open.

He glares at Alex. The fury in his eyes is heart-stopping. She tightens her grip on the gun as he charges toward her with the knife above his head. Brooke lands a kick flat into his back, and he stumbles forward. He turns toward Brooke, and she punches him square in the face. He seethes as he wipes the blood away from his mouth. He uses his free hand to reach into the back of his waistband and pulls out a gun. He points it at Brooke and laughs.

Alex slides her finger onto the trigger and squeezes. One shot rings through the narrow alley. His body falls back against the brick wall and slides down to the pavement. Hugh had been vibrating with rage a moment ago, and now there is nothing. The adrenaline that courses through her body exits in heavy breaths. It’s all she hears—her breathing, her rapid heartbeat. 

Alex looks at Cassidy. “Call the San Francisco FBI office.” She holsters her weapon and grabs Brooke. “Are you okay?”

Brooke nods and shakes out the hand she used to punch Hugh. “Yeah.” She hugs Alex. “Thank you.”

Alex hugs her and rubs her back. “It’s going to be okay.”

She’s saying it to herself as much as she is to Brooke. The problem is, it’s a lie. Nothing is going to be okay. This is just the beginning, and they all know it. Hugh’s fear had been very, very real. He believed that they were all dead people now that the algorithm has been exposed. She doesn’t want to call this in, but there’s no time. Her supervisors will be notified as soon as the local FBI agents arrive on the scene, and it’s better that it comes from her.

Alex pulls her phone from her pocket and is surprised her hands aren’t shaking as she calls the deputy special agent in charge. It takes four rings for him to pick up. “Gregory.” He sounds more alert than he should be for three in the morning.

“Sorry to bother you, DSAC. I’ve just been involved in a shooting and need to report.”

“What the fuck, Derby?” 

Alex explains the situation and winces when she divulges Brooke’s presence. Of course, this was an off-book operation for all of them, but knowing a member of the CIA was with her will tip her hand more than she wants. She didn’t mention Brooke when she briefed him last, and he’s sure to remember that.

Gregory is quiet for longer than Alex is comfortable. “Get your ass back here ASAP, Derby. I want to see you in my office by sixteen hundred tomorrow.” He hangs up the phone.

Shit.

The coroner is on the scene with three San Francisco police units. She sees Brooke and Cassidy talking to a woman in an FBI jacket. There hadn’t been time to decide what they’d say. She’s going to have to trust them not to divulge too much. It’s stupid even to think that. She trusts them. They aren’t rookies, but it’s hard for her to let go of the control, all the same. 

Alex pulls her credentials from her pocket and hands them to the agent. “Special Agent Alex Derby.”

The woman scribbles her badge number down and hands it back to her. “Special Agent Iris McCoy.” She holds the clipboard against her chest. “Why do you think Hugh Bradley attacked Analyst Hart?”

Alex lets out a long breath and shoves her hands in her pockets. “I assume after he ran into her today, he decided that he wanted her. Hart has told me about their time in college together and how he stalked her. I assume seeing her again dredged up some old memories and some old anger.”

Iris nods and studies her. “You only fired once.”

“It’s a narrow alley. I couldn’t take the chance of hitting someone else or hurting someone with a ricochet.”

“Do you want to tell me why two agents are here with a CIA analyst? We don’t have anything on the books.” She looks at the three of them—waiting for someone to answer.

Cassidy clears her throat. “Would you believe me if I told you we were here for the wine?”

Iris cocks her head. “No.”

“It’s classified,” Alex says.

“You know I’ll have to confirm that with Quantico, right?” Iris clicks her pen and puts it in her pocket.

“I know.” 

Iris checks her watch. “When are you three leaving San Francisco?”

“Tomorrow morning. I have a debriefing with my DSAC at sixteen hundred.”

Iris pulls business cards out of her pocket and hands them each one. “I’ll be in contact if I need anything else from you, and feel free to call me if you think of anything I need to know.”

Alex taps the card against her hand and makes a split-second decision to ask a question she’s been turning over in her head since the moment she pulled the trigger. “What’s the news coverage like here? How long until this is covered?”

Iris looks up and down the block. “There are no news vans, but a police involved shooting?” She shrugs. “Two days tops. He works at a pretty big tech firm, and his family will be notified within the hour.”

Alex rubs her pounding head. “Okay.”

Brooke pulls a card from her purse and hands it to Iris. “They’re going to want the name of the assault victim. Under no circumstances will you provide them with mine. I gave you that as a professional courtesy. If there are no other options, you can use the name on the card. Use that name in your report as well. When you turn the report over to Quantico, they’ll know it’s me.”

Iris nods, clearly unfazed by Brooke’s commanding tone. “Got it.” She slips the card into her pocket. “I’d say it was nice meeting you, but it’s not nice meeting anyone at this time of the night.”

As soon as Iris walks away, Alex grabs Brooke’s hand. “Are you okay?” She touches the bloody red line on her neck she hadn’t noticed in the dark of the alley. “We need to get that cleaned out.”

Brooke squeezes her hand. “I’ll take care of it.” She checks her watch. “I need to call Tyler before she hears about this from anyone else.”

“We need to be on the first flight out of here in the morning. I’ll text you with the information as soon as I confirm it.” Alex hugs her.

Brooke kisses her cheek. “Thanks for not letting me die.”

“Always.”

Brooke gives her a half-smile. “I know.”

Cassidy slides her hand into hers as she watches Brooke pull out her phone as she walks toward the hotel. “She’ll be okay.”

Alex reluctantly pulls her hand away and shoves it in her pocket. “Brooke? I know. She’s as tough as they come.” Alex starts walking back toward the hotel. “Listen, things
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