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			Three minutes after the plane took off from the runway, FBI Special Agent John Shepherd knew he was doomed if he didn’t act immediately.

			Next to John, the guy in the middle seat was in his early forties and dressed in a suit and lime-green shirt. “Man, it’s a packed flight tonight.” He held out his hand in introduction. “Steve Fox. Corporate motivational speaker, leadership consultant, and occasional author. When I can motivate myself to write, that is.” He laughed at his own joke. “So . . . you heading to the Windy City for business or pleasure?”

			Yep. Steve in the lime-green shirt was going to be a Talker.

			Not that sitting next to a chatty passenger was uncommon for John. He accepted the fact that in his line of work, it was an occupational hazard. Occasionally, someone would notice the FBI badge clipped to his pants—specifically placed there in case someone also happened to notice the Glock 22 on his right hip, under his suit jacket—and that inevitably led to a few questions.

			FBI? Cool! Are you watching someone on this plane? Is it the guy in 10C? It’s totally the guy in 10C, isn’t it? He got snippy when the flight attendant tried to help him with his carry-on. You saw that, right? Ooh, do you think he has drugs in there? Or something worse? Oh my God, it’s not a bomb, is it? Whew. So, an FBI agent . . . what’s that like?

			But tonight, having just completed a rough eight-month undercover investigation, John was hoping to have a few quiet minutes to unwind before the plane landed in Chicago.

			And also to start thinking about how he was going to get things back on track with his girlfriend, Alicia.

			“I live in Chicago,” he answered Steve. He took earbuds out of his briefcase and plugged them into the armrest, then smiled apologetically. “I’m a bit of a nervous flier. It helps if I listen to air traffic control.” The lie rolled easily off his tongue—as an undercover agent, he was well practiced in the art of bullshit.

			“You know what else helps for that?” Steve grinned. “Vodka. Lots of it.” Moving on to another target, he turned his head and eyed the woman seated on the other side of him. She had her e-reader in hand and gave him an unmistakable Don’t even think about it, buddy look.

			Steve sighed resignedly and pulled out his laptop.

			The Talker now successfully contained, John turned toward the window and watched as the bright lights of Detroit faded in the distance. With any luck, it would be the last time he would see this city for a long time—hopefully not until he had to testify in court about his investigation. Not that he had anything against Detroit. In fact, for three years he’d called it home, having been assigned to work in the Detroit field office after graduating from the FBI Academy at Quantico.

			Joining the Bureau hadn’t been part of John’s original career plan. Actually, for a while, he hadn’t had much of a career plan. After graduating from the University of Wisconsin, he’d joined the Army—both to help pay off his student loans and to buy some time to figure out what he wanted to do with his life.

			As it turned out, that had been the best decision he could’ve made.

			Army life had suited him. He’d always been an athletic guy, and he’d done well with the physical challenges of being an enlisted soldier. But being in the Army also required mental toughness, determination, and discipline. So he’d pushed himself, more than he ever had, and after Basic Combat Training and Advanced Individual Training, he’d gone on to Airborne School and then had volunteered for the Ranger Assessment and Selection Program.

			Eight weeks later, he’d proudly joined the elite ranks of the 75th Ranger Regiment. And it was at Fort Benning, where his battalion had been stationed, that he’d first been approached by Sean Piser, an operator and recruiter for the FBI’s Hostage Rescue Team.

			“We’re federal law enforcement’s only full-time counterterrorism unit,” Piser had told him when they’d met at a pub on base. “HRT has the ability to respond within four hours’ notice to hostage situations, major criminal threats, and terrorist incidents anywhere in the U.S. Our motto, servare vitas, means ‘to save lives’—and that’s exactly what we do. We’re badasses that way.”

			As John sat dressed in his ACUs across a bar table from the recruiter, his answer, admittedly, had been cocky. “With all due respect, sir, I’m a Ranger. If I wanted to put ‘badass’ on my résumé, I think I’m set.”

			Piser had cocked his head at that. “I hear you’re considering a career in law enforcement after you finish your tour this summer.” Now it was his turn to sound cocky. “We’re the FBI, Shepherd. You want to catch bad guys for a living? We’re pretty much the cream of the fucking crop. So you might want to listen to what I have to say.”

			An announcement from the cockpit interrupted John’s thoughts.

			“Good evening, folks. On behalf of the flight deck, we’d like to welcome you aboard. Looks like it’s going to be a smooth flight into Chicago, with an on-time arrival of ten twenty P.M.”

			John checked his watch. Thirty minutes and they’d be on the ground, which meant he didn’t have a lot of time to figure out the logistics of his current mission: Operation Get Out of the Doghouse.

			It was a working title.

			Originally, he’d planned to come home tomorrow, since a bunch of agents in the Detroit office were heading out to celebrate wrapping up the investigation with a round of drinks—an investigation that had resulted in the arrest of twenty-seven suspects, including one state senator. But two days ago, the last time John had spoken on the phone with Alicia, she’d been . . . distant. Actually, she’d been distant a lot this past month, but more so than unusual in their last conversation. So, as a start to getting back in her good graces, he’d decided to catch an earlier flight and surprise her.

			Obviously, he was aware that Alicia wasn’t thrilled with all the traveling he’d been doing as part of his investigation. And he got that; he had been gone a lot as of late. Officially, he now worked in the Chicago field office, having transferred to his hometown over two years ago, when his mom had been diagnosed with lung cancer. But he’d been called back to the Detroit FBI office to revive one of his undercover roles, part of a large-scale sting operation into a criminal organization involved in money laundering, narcotics and firearms trafficking, and murder-for-hire schemes. Although, technically, he had only a part-time undercover role, he’d spent the last eight months traveling to Detroit anywhere from two to five days per week.

			The job itself was interesting—he’d been doing undercover work for three years and liked the challenge of taking on new roles, as well as the adrenaline rush that came with knowing that he was getting something over on the bad guys. But from a relationship standpoint, it wasn’t an ideal setup.

			He’d always been honest with Alicia about his lifestyle. And when he’d first taken on the Detroit undercover investigation, she’d been great about the situation. They’d texted several times a day whenever he was out of town, talked on the phone every night, and had hot reunion sex as soon as he walked through the door of the two-bedroom apartment they shared. But when it became apparent that his travel schedule wasn’t easing up anytime soon, Alicia had become less enthralled with having a “part-time boyfriend,” as she’d put it one night while they were talking on the phone.

			“It won’t be that much longer. Then I’ll be home so much you’ll be looking for ways to get rid of me,” John had joked. He’d been trying to keep the conversation light, despite his frustration that she’d chosen to bring up this subject—again—at that moment. He’d been about to walk out the door of his rented fake apartment for a key undercover meeting with a guy who not only was selling him illegal firearms but had also hinted that he was willing to commit murder for a fee. The thugs he was dealing with were armed and undoubtedly dangerous, and seeing how he was lying to them with every word that came out of his mouth, it was pretty important that he have his head in the game.

			“Whatever. How many times have I heard that this year?” Alicia had asked sarcastically.

			Honestly, he’d had a couple of tough days and long nights, and he’d just wanted to call his girlfriend and hear her voice without rehashing the same damn argument. “I can’t deal with this right now, Alicia,” he’d said brusquely.

			“Fine. Not that it matters to you, but I probably won’t be around much this weekend, if you try to call,” she’d said. “I’ve got a work thing on Friday, and then I’m going out with Beth and Mia the next night.”

			In his frustration, John had told her to do whatever she wanted, and that he didn’t expect her to sit around and wait by the phone for him.

			Two days later, he’d called back and they’d both apologized and just let the argument go. But things hadn’t been quite the same between them ever since.

			Now that he was back in town, however, that would change. No more long-distance relationship, or being a “part-time boyfriend.” From here on out, he would be in Chicago and they could get back to the good place they’d been in eight months ago, back to the days when they were just a normal couple doing normal couple things, like coming home every night after work and trading work stories, or spending lazy weekends together without it hanging over both their heads that he’d be leaving again on Sunday night.

			Feeling good about this, after the plane landed at O’Hare, John stopped at a kiosk next to baggage claim and bought fresh flowers as phase one of his mission: Operation Sorry I’ve Been Gone So Long (But You Did Know the Score When We First Started Dating).

			Still a working title.

			Then he got a better idea. In the cab on the way home from the airport, he asked the driver to wait outside Sweet Mandy B’s bakery while he ran in and picked up a half dozen of Alicia’s favorite cupcakes.

			It was after eleven o’clock by the time the cab dropped him off at home, armed with flowers and chocolate. He and Alicia had moved into their apartment a year ago, renting the top unit of a graystone on a quiet residential street. At the time she’d wanted to buy a place together, but he’d hesitated, thinking it had been too soon in their relationship for that.

			But now, he thought, maybe it was time to revisit that idea. It wasn’t easy being in a relationship with a guy like him, an undercover agent who always had a go bag packed and might have to travel to another state—or country—with no notice. Yet despite all the ups and downs these past eight months, Alicia had stuck by him.

			John unlocked the door to their apartment and saw that all the lights were off. Assuming she’d gone to bed already, he left his suitcase and carry-on by the door and moved quietly as he set the cupcakes and flowers on the kitchen counter, followed by his Glock. He yanked off his tie and walked down the hallway, thinking he’d slip in bed next to her and surprise her. He pictured the two of them naked and tangled up together all night, his mind quickly going to some very dirty places since they hadn’t had sex in almost a month.

			He frowned as the reality of that hit him, and paused just before the bedroom doorway.

			A month? Had it really been that long since they’d slept together? He began mentally scrolling back in time, wondering if that could be right.

			That was when he heard Alicia moaning in the bedroom.

			He froze, recognizing that particular moan, the low, sensuous sounds she made during sex. And for a moment he thought, Maybe she’s just using her vibrator.

			But then a deeper, male voice joined in, adding his moan to the chorus.

			Fuck.

			Pushing past the sharp stab of hurt, John stepped into the bedroom doorway and folded his arms.

			There was Alicia, in their bed, naked in the moonlight and riding some guy who had his hands on her hips, guiding her.

			“Just like that, baby. I’m gonna come so hard in you,” the man groaned.

			“Yes, don’t stop on my account, baby,” John said dryly.

			Alicia shrieked in surprise and sprang off her lover. “John! Oh my God, what are you doing here?”

			Dick swinging, the guy scrambled to cover himself with the blanket. His expression was contrite. “John—oh shit.”

			No.

			John took a step into the room, his jaw tightening as he stared into the eyes of the man fucking his girlfriend in his bedroom. A man who’d always had a thing for long-legged brunettes like Alicia.

			A fact John knew well since, up until two seconds ago, he’d considered this man a friend.

			“Rob,” he said, on some level still unable to believe it, despite what he’d just seen with his own eyes. He and Rob had known each other for years, ever since they’d lived together their junior and senior years of college, with two other guys in an off-campus apartment they’d nicknamed the Pour House because of all the parties they’d thrown there. In fact, he and Rob had just hung out two weeks ago, grabbing drinks with their other buddies when John had breezed back into town for the weekend. Rob had asked how things were going between him and Alicia, and John had admitted that things were a little strained. He’d confided in the guy, never once suspecting there might be an ulterior motive behind the question, not having any clue that the friend he was talking to already knew damn well how things were between him and Alicia, because that friend was screwing her behind his back.

			“Get out,” he said to Rob.

			Alicia was crying, standing naked between him and Rob. “I’m so sorry.”

			John couldn’t even look at her.

			“We wanted to tell you,” Rob said. “But Lucas and Matt said it would be unfair to give you the news while you were in the middle of an undercover assignment. So we decided to wait until you were back.”

			John blinked, his head spinning with this newest information. Lucas and Matt were part of the same circle of friends as him and Rob. They knew that Rob and Alicia were sleeping together? And they’d never said anything to him?

			The hits just kept right on coming.

			“I said get out,” he growled.

			Rob stood there, still with that worthless look of contrition, then nodded. Silently, he grabbed his clothes off the floor, gave Alicia a quick glance, and then walked out of the bedroom.

			John stayed still, waiting until he heard the front door shut. When he turned around, he saw that Alicia had put on a navy T-shirt and her underwear. It was her favorite T-shirt to sleep in, one he’d seen her wear more times than he could count.

			Now all he could see was Rob pulling it off her as they fell into bed.

			“John, I am so, so, sorry. I never meant for this to happen.” She reached for him.

			He flinched. “Don’t.”

			She dropped her hand. He looked at her for a long moment, trying to get a grip on the rush of betrayal and disbelief he felt. “How long?”

			She brushed tears away from her eyes. “Two months. You and I had a fight, and I went out with Beth and Mia the next night. We ran into Rob at the bar and he and I started talking, first about you and me, and then, I don’t know . . . it just happened. It was supposed to be a onetime thing, but . . .” She trailed off.

			Well, he’d been right about one thing—things really hadn’t been the same between him and Alicia since that night.

			Not having anything else to say, he went into the closet to grab the go bag he always had packed for work. Between that, and the suitcase and carry-on he’d left by the front door, he’d have enough to get by for the next few days.

			“I’ll come by Monday morning for the rest of my stuff.” He headed out of the bedroom. “Make sure you’re not here.”

			“John, if you would just let me—”

			“I don’t want you here!” he shouted, whirling around in the doorway. “I can’t even look at—” He stopped, his throat tightening, then shook his head.

			A silence fell between them.

			“I’m sorry,” Alicia whispered.

			Right. He’d heard that part already.

			•   •   •

			On his way to a hotel, John decided to make a pit stop. He drove to his friend Wes’s place in Lakeview and left his car out front in a tow zone.

			Let someone try to give him a parking ticket today.

			He strode up the front steps of the two-flat building and knocked on Wes’s door, aware that midnight was late for an unannounced visit but not giving a shit about that right then.

			“Did you know?” he demanded, as soon as Wes opened his front door.

			Wearing jeans and no shirt as he stood in the doorway, Wes cocked his head. “Know what?”

			“That Alicia’s been sleeping with Rob for the last two months.”

			Wes’s eyes widened. “What? You’re kidding me.”

			“I already know that Matt and Lucas were in on it.” After dropping that bait, John studied the other man’s face and body language for any signs that he was hiding something. Granted, his FBI training hadn’t done him a lot of good in terms of detecting deceit as of late, but of all the guys he hung around with, he considered Wes to be his closest friend. And after everything that had happened tonight, he just . . . really needed to know if that was still the case.

			Wes held out his hands. “John, I swear. I had no clue.”

			After a long moment, John nodded. Then he exhaled and ran a hand over his jaw. “Right. Sorry.”

			Wes pushed open the door. “Come on in. Claire’s upstairs, but I’ll tell her—”

			John held up his hand. “No, it’s fine. I have to go anyway.”

			“John. Come on.”

			John managed a sheepish smile. “Tell Claire I’m sorry for all the drama tonight.” He turned and headed down the steps, ignoring Wes as he called his name, and got into his car. He stopped at a convenience store and bought a bottle of Four Roses bourbon, then checked into the Guesthouse, an extended-stay hotel on the city’s north side. The room had a full kitchen and a washer and dryer in the unit, which would tide him over until he found an apartment to rent.

			He dryly wondered what the etiquette was in situations like this, whether he was expected to continue paying half the rent on his and Alicia’s place until their lease expired in three months.

			Dear Abby: The other night I came home and found my girlfriend going for a moonlight ride on my friend’s dick . . .

			After unpacking the few things he had with him, he cracked open the bottle of bourbon. He took a seat out on the balcony that overlooked the downtown skyline and poured himself the first of many shots he had planned for the night.

			He looked down at the glass and thought about how, just two hours ago, he’d been the jerk buying flowers and cupcakes for a woman who was, probably at that very moment, getting naked with her lover. His friend.

			“Bottoms up to that,” he muttered.

			He closed his eyes and tossed back the shot, welcoming the burn of the bourbon.

			•   •   •

			In the morning, he woke up to a wicked hangover and a dozen voice-mail messages on his phone. Several from Alicia and Rob, which he deleted instantly; two from Wes, checking up on him; and one each from Matt and Lucas, who apparently had been alerted that he was aware they knew about the situation and were trying to do some damage control.

			“Shep, we gotta talk. I was stuck in the middle between you and Rob—what was I supposed to do?” Matt said in his message.

			Here’s an idea, jackass: Maybe choose the side of the guy not fucking someone else’s girlfriend.

			“Shep, listen. I know what you must be thinking,” Lucas led in. “But I told Rob and Alicia that if they didn’t tell you everything as soon as your investigation was over, I would tell you myself. I mean, how was I supposed to know that you’d walk in on them? Man, that must’ve really sucked.”

			You don’t say, asshole. John hit delete again, leaving his phone on “do not disturb” when he headed for the shower.

			The hot water helped clear his head of the alcohol, but the bitter taste in his mouth lingered. Naturally, he kept thinking about walking in on Alicia and Rob. But there was something else that had kept him up all night, something that unsettled him as much as the shock of finding his girlfriend and friend in bed together.

			He’d never suspected a thing.

			He was an FBI agent. He specialized in undercover work. It was his job to notice things the average person overlooked, to be on the alert for suspicious behavior, to be especially aware when someone was hiding something. And yet somehow, despite all that, despite the twenty-one weeks of training he’d had at Quantico and the additional three weeks of training he’d undertaken to become a certified undercover agent—not to mention, over five years of on-the-job experience—four people, normal regular people, had managed to pull the wool over his eyes.

			He channeled his anger and frustration into a fifteen-mile run along the lake, then spent the rest of the day apartment hunting. On Monday morning he let himself into the apartment he shared—had shared—with Alicia and packed up his stuff. She’d left him a note in an envelope on the counter, which he ignored. He used the unopened envelope to write her a note saying that he and Wes would come by to move out his half of the furniture on Friday morning, while she was at work.

			His car loaded with boxes, he parked at the FBI building and nodded at the guards as he passed through the metal detectors. His squad, organized crime, was on the fifth floor, and as he made his way to his cubicle he was greeted by several of his squad mates, who congratulated him on the arrests in Detroit.

			“Heard you nabbed a state senator. You been moonlighting on the public corruption squad?” joked Ryan, one of his squad mates.

			“Figured they could use some help,” John shot back as he settled into his desk chair.

			For the rest of the day he caught up on work, being careful not to show any signs that anything was off around his co-workers. He might have been the jackass who’d unsuspectingly walked in on his girlfriend having sex with his friend, but he’d be damned if he’d let his fellow agents know that.

			He grabbed takeout on the way back to his hotel, cracked open a beer, and channel surfed while eating dinner on the couch. Not finding anything that caught his interest, he turned the television off.

			The hotel room fell silent.

			He felt . . . restless. Unsettled. That happened sometimes after an agent finished a long-term undercover assignment. It took a few days, or weeks even, before home seemed like home again.

			Just as he was eyeing the stack of unpacked boxes containing his things, his phone chimed with a new e-mail message. He checked and saw that it was from Sean Piser, the HRT recruiter who’d visited his Ranger battalion at Fort Benning six years ago. They’d stayed in touch, exchanging e-mails a couple times a year, and he knew that Piser had been keeping an eye on him ever since John had joined the FBI.

			Probably two eyes, knowing Piser.

			Selection starts in a week. Got an open spot with your name on it, Shepherd.

			Right . . . it was that time of year again. John had been so wrapped up with the Detroit undercover investigation, he’d forgotten all about it.

			Every year, the FBI held a two-week selection program at Quantico for any agents who wanted to try out for the Hostage Rescue Team. Normally, agents had to spend at least three years in the field as investigators before they qualified for HRT, but because John had been directly recruited from the Rangers per the Bureau’s Tactical Recruitment Program, he’d been eligible after only two years.

			And indeed, that had been his original plan—to get through his time in the field and then try out for HRT as soon as possible. With the tactical experience he’d acquired in the military, that career path practically had been expected of him. But once he’d started handling his own cases—and particularly once he’d begun doing undercover work—he’d found that he really enjoyed the investigative side of the job. So he’d held off on trying out for HRT, thinking it was something he would do the following year. Then one year stretched into two, and then his mom had gotten sick and he’d transferred back to Chicago. He’d met Alicia after that and things had gotten serious between them, and since being picked for HRT would’ve required him to relocate to the team’s headquarters in Quantico, Virginia, he’d waited some more.

			But now, his situation was different. After losing his girlfriend, his apartment, and three of his friends in the span of three days, he probably would never be less attached to Chicago than he was right then. Sure, he would miss his father and brother if he had to move to Virginia. But there was a reason Piser had recruited him and had continued pursuing him these past few years. And that reason was, simply, because he thought John was good enough for the team.

			Maybe it was time for him to finally prove Piser right about that.

			John spent the next two days weighing his decision. When he finally wrote back to Piser, saying he’d be there for tryouts, he felt good. Pumped.

			Life had thrown him a curveball this past week, no doubt.

			But now he was going to knock that son of a bitch out of the park.
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			three weeks later

			Special Agent Jessica Harlow waited as the security guard studied her FBI identification card, comparing her face to the photo.

			“Looks like a match to me,” the guard said, with a friendly grin. “Welcome to Chicago, Agent Harlow.”

			Returning the smile, Jessica tucked the billfold that held her ID into her briefcase. “Thank you.” She glanced at the ID clipped to the guard’s jacket and made a mental note of his name. Roger. “Where can I find the Special Agent in Charge’s office?”

			“Twelfth floor. End of the hallway.”

			After clearing the metal detectors and exiting the guardhouse, Jessica followed a wide curving sidewalk to the main entrance of the FBI’s Chicago headquarters, an impressive glass-and-steel building located two miles from downtown. Fenced off from the public, the three-building complex—the largest among all the agency’s field offices—was surrounded by green parkways and trees.

			She exhaled as she entered the building, feeling . . . not nervous, exactly. Chicago was home, after all, and after being in Los Angeles these past six years, it felt good to be back in this city. But professionally speaking, she was the new girl in town.

			In L.A., she’d considered many of her squad mates to be friends, and she’d had good relationships with both her squad leader and the Special Agent in Charge. Here, however, her fellow agents and supervisors had no idea what to expect from her, nor she from them. In that sense, she was starting all over again.

			Kind of a theme for her this year.

			She made her way to the elevator bank, where two men were already waiting—agents, she guessed from their attire. The shorter man, African American and dressed in a well-tailored suit, gestured animatedly as he spoke.

			“All I said was, if we’d already registered for the slow-flow, medium-flow, and fast-flow nipples, did we really need the variable flow? Isn’t that just a combination of all the other nipples we’d already picked?”

			The taller man, Caucasian with dark hair and eyes, grinned. “How’d that question go over with Rae?”

			“Not well.”

			“Because you don’t ask questions at Babies‘R’Us,” the taller man said. “Take it from someone who knows. You push the cart, you lift the heavy things, and whenever she asks your opinion on something, just cock your head, take a moment, and then point to the yellow one.”

			Jessica fought back a smile as the elevator doors sprung open. Men.

			The taller man held the elevator door open for her. She nodded in thanks as she stepped inside.

			“First day?” the shorter man asked her.

			“It’s that obvious?” Jessica said good-naturedly, as she pressed the button for the twelfth floor.

			“I heard you talking with Roger as we walked in.” The shorter man held out his hand in introduction. “Sam Wilkins. And this is Jack Pallas. We’re both in Violent Crimes.”

			“Jessica Harlow. Public Corruption.”

			“That’s a good squad,” Jack said. “Lots of talented agents. Like . . . Seth Huxley, for instance.” He turned to his partner. “You know Huxley, don’t you, Sam?”

			“We’re acquainted.” Sam’s voice was a touch dry.

			“Sam and Huxley have a little rivalry going on,” Jack explained to Jessica. “I think they both wore the same thousand-dollar suit to work one day, and everything spiraled from there.”

			“This is what you tell people, ten seconds after I meet them?” Shaking his head in exasperation, Sam turned to Jessica. “Huxley’s a good agent. He just likes to talk a lot of smack about how Harvard is the best law school.”

			“Sam here is a Yale man,” Jack told Jessica.

			“Indeed.” Sam flashed her a grin that said he was quite proud of this fact.

			“Got it.” Jessica considered this. “Well, obviously this Agent Huxley has no idea what he’s talking about.”

			Sam nodded, satisfied, as the elevator reached his and Jack’s floor. “Thank you. See?” he said to Jack. “And that’s coming from an independent source—clearly a very wise one.” He winked at Jessica.

			“Because everyone knows that Stanford is the best law school,” she continued.

			Jack laughed as Sam’s mouth fell open. He gripped Sam’s shoulder as the elevator doors opened. “You walked right into that one, buddy.” He nodded at Jessica as he left the elevator. “Enjoy your first day.”

			Sam pointed mock-archly at Jessica as he stepped out. “To be continued, Agent Harlow.”

			Jessica smiled as the doors closed between them, thinking she rather liked those two. Their friendly ribbing reminded her of the dynamic she’d had with Javier, her partner in Los Angeles.

			As a female in a profession where over eighty percent of her colleagues were men—and an even greater percentage of her supervisors—she’d quickly learned that a little good-natured trash talk went a long way in getting others to see her not as a “female special agent” but as a special agent who happened to be a woman. Not that she tried to downplay her gender, nor did she have any interest in pretending to be one of the guys. For one thing, she firmly believed that in many situations, her gender could be a tactical advantage. People inherently trusted women more than men, something that came in handy when one was an undercover agent.

			And for another thing, she just really liked wearing cute high-heeled shoes.

			On the twelfth floor, an assistant greeted Jessica from a desk in front of the corner office at the end of the hallway. “Mr. McCall will be with you shortly.” She gestured to a small waiting area.

			“Thank you.” Jessica took a seat in one of the chairs and put her phone on vibrate to make sure it didn’t ring during the meeting.

			Obviously, she wanted to make a good first impression with the man who was, as of today, her new boss. She’d done her homework and knew that Nick McCall had been appointed five years ago to the position of Special Agent in Charge—or SAC, as agents referred to the position around the office. Before that, he’d been on the public corruption squad, specializing in undercover work.

			That was something they had in common, at least.

			She set her briefcase next to her feet, watching the bustling office activity as she waited. Being back here reminded her of the many times she’d had to visit this office, several years ago, when she’d first applied to the FBI. There’d been the preliminary exam—three hours of cognitive, behavioral, and logical reasoning tests—followed by an initial interview, language and writing tests, a one-hour panel interview, two physical fitness tests, and a polygraph and security background check. And throughout the entire process, she’d had a real hard-ass of a recruiter guiding her.

			But a hard-ass who’d believed in her.

			Don’t give them any reason to doubt you in the Academy. You go in there, Harlow, and you’d goddamn better show them what you’re made of.

			The door opened, and a tall, well-built man with dark hair stepped out. His sharp green eyes fell on Jessica, and he walked over.

			“Special Agent Harlow.” He held out his hand. “Nick McCall. I just got off the phone with your former SAC. If half the things he says about you are true, we’re very lucky to have you on board.”

			Jessica smiled, hearing that. “Thank you, sir. It’s good to be here.” She followed him into his office and took a seat at one of the chairs in front of the desk.

			“So, you couldn’t resist the call of the hometown,” Nick led in.

			That was the reason Jessica had given the SAC in Los Angeles, when she’d put in for a transfer to Chicago. And it was true. What was also true, however, was that she’d needed a fresh start and figured Chicago was the best place to get it. “My family all lives here. When I heard that this office was looking for agents with undercover certification, it seemed like an opportunity I couldn’t pass up.”

			“The U.S. Attorney for this district and I have made it one of our top priorities to crack down on government corruption at all levels. And the agents on the public corruption squad have absolutely stepped up to the plate. I try not to go overboard in praising them so that it doesn’t go to their heads, but they’re a very skilled group of agents. And I’d say that even if they weren’t my former squad.”

			Jessica smiled. No matter the office, one thing was always true: Squad loyalty ran strong. “Of course.”

			“The one challenge is that with the increase in the number of investigations we’re handling, the squad is running short on agents who can cover the undercover work,” Nick said. “Which is where you come in.”

			And she was eager to get started. “You said there are two other agents on the squad who are certified?” All special agents in the FBI were qualified to do “light” undercover work—investigations in which the agent had only a few interactions with the target or targets. Anything more than that required an agent who was undercover certified, meaning he or she had attended the FBI’s undercover school at Quantico. The problem was, because of the extra training required, there were only a handful of undercover-certified agents in any given field office—mostly on the public corruption and organized crime squads, given the nature of the work.

			“Agents Huxley and Roberts,” Nick said. “Given their workloads, they were very pleased to hear you’re joining the squad. They’re probably waiting at your desk with a big welcome banner and a stack of thirty case files to hand over.”

			She chuckled. “I’m happy to get started right away.”

			“Glad to hear it. In fact . . .” Nick handed her a case file. “This one needs your immediate attention. It’s an out-of-town investigation, a partial undercover assignment. Apparently, the public corruption squad in our Jacksonville office is looking for two ‘shady Chicago business entrepreneurs.’”

			Jessica raised an eyebrow. “‘Shady Chicago business entrepreneurs’?”

			“That’s literally how the request was worded. And the best part is, I get requests like this all the time from other offices. I swear people think we’re all still running around this city with tommy guns and hanging out in speakeasies.” Nick pointed to the case file. “I have to turn down most of the requests because we’ve been so short on manpower, but this one seemed like it might be worth your while.” He winked. “Plus, it’ll make me look like a team player with the other SACs if I finally say yes to one of these things.”

			Intrigued by that lead-in, Jessica opened the case file. It wasn’t uncommon for an FBI office to use out-of-town agents for an undercover assignment. In fact, under certain circumstances—such as investigations that involved a high-profile target—that was the preferred course of action because it minimized the risk that the agents would be recognized.

			And that, she saw as she skimmed over the request from the Jacksonville agents, was precisely the case here. High-profile target, suspected of bribery and corruption. Most of the groundwork for the sting operation had been laid; all the Jacksonville team needed now were two experienced out-of-town agents to play the lead roles.

			She felt the spike of adrenaline that came with every new assignment. “I’ll start working on my undercover legend right away.” Going undercover in this kind of case required a lot more than a simple name change and a fake ID. For starters, as an “entrepreneur,” she would need a fake business that had web presence.

			She made a mental note to coordinate with Stagehand, the internal prop and tech squad who handled all details related to undercover operations, on that front.

			Then she made a second mental note to ask someone where the heck the Stagehand squad even was in this building.

			Nick nodded approvingly. “Good. I’ll call the SAC in Jacksonville and let him know you’re on board.”

			They chatted for a few more minutes, mostly about her new neighborhood and how she was settling into the condo she’d bought when her transfer had been approved. She took the Jacksonville case file with her as she started to leave the office, but when she got to the doorway she realized they’d forgotten to discuss something. “The assignment calls for two Chicago entrepreneurs. Will I be working with Agent Huxley or Agent Roberts on this?” She figured that whoever it was, they could start discussing logistics right away.

			“Actually, neither,” Nick said. “They’re both involved in other undercover investigations right now. You’ll be partnered with an agent from the organized crime squad for this.”

			Organized crime? Now that was unexpected. Not to stereotype—okay, fine, she totally would—but generally speaking, the agents from the organized crime squad were considered a little . . . rougher around the edges than those from other squads. And this sting op in Jacksonville, like many run by the public corruption squad, would require a certain amount of finesse.

			Nick grinned, seemingly catching the skeptical look on her face. “Don’t worry. He’s a good agent. One of the best in this office. In fact, he just finished up the HRT Selection course. Tomorrow will be his first day back.”

			Hmm. Rough around the edges or not, her soon-to-be partner must have been something of a badass if he’d tried out for the FBI’s super-selective Hostage Rescue Team. Because from what Jessica had heard, HRT’s Selection course was two weeks of near torture. Every year, roughly half the class dropped out before completing the tryouts. And even if a candidate was still standing at the end, there was no guarantee he would be picked for the team—he being the operative word, since, in the thirty-plus years since HRT had been formed, no woman had ever made the cut.

			Not that she, personally, had any interest. For one thing—ha—there was no way she’d make it through the tryouts; she’d had to work her butt off just to pass the physical tests in the Academy. And for another thing, she simply wasn’t one of those adrenaline junkies who got all jazzed up over rappelling out of a helicopter, or parachuting into shark-infested waters in the middle of a hurricane, or hiding out in a muddy ditch with a sniper rifle while wearing one of those camouflage helmets with a little bush attached to it.

			Really, that just wouldn’t work with her hair.

			Kidding.

			Okay, mostly kidding.

			In her six years with the Bureau, Jessica had known only one person who’d planned to try out for HRT: a guy in her training class who’d been recruited for the FBI directly from the Army Rangers. And not to dwell on the past or anything—another good theme for this year—but she and that guy in her training class had . . . well, one might say they hadn’t exactly seen eye-to-eye.

			Or, one might also say that he’d irritated the hell out of her.

			Hey, look at me, watch me fly through this obstacle course with one hand and two feet tied behind my back. This is child’s play to what we did in the Rangers, bitches!

			All right, fine. Possibly, those hadn’t been his exact words, but there was no doubt that he’d relished being the shining star of their training class.

			Fortunately, that guy was far away now, undoubtedly already headquartered at Quantico with the rest of the Hostage Rescue Team. And as for this other guy she would be partnered up with, the one from the organized crime squad, if her new SAC swore by him, that was good enough for her.

			As the new girl in town, frankly, she didn’t have the luxury of not being a team player with this.

			She finished her meeting with Nick and agreed she would drop by his office at ten A.M. the next morning to discuss the Jacksonville assignment in more detail once she’d reviewed the file. The rest of her day flew by in a whirlwind of introductions, a meeting with her new squad leader, and a tour of the entire complex. In Los Angeles, the FBI had shared the Wilshire Federal Building with several other government offices, but here in Chicago, they had the whole place to themselves.

			By the end of the day, she was exhausted from all the nice-to-meet-you small talk, and she still hadn’t had time to review the Jacksonville file. She grabbed it on her way out of the office, and, figuring she would make a working dinner out of it, she picked up a salad from the Green Door Tavern, a pub just around the corner from her place.

			Salad and briefcase in hand, she walked into the lobby of her high-rise building.

			Luther, one of the doormen, grinned from behind his desk. “Agent Harlow. How’d the first day go? Catch any serial killers?”

			When she’d moved into the building last week, she’d made a point of introducing herself to all the doormen. Luther, in his early sixties, had been very interested in her job—so much so that she didn’t have the heart to tell him that the life of an FBI agent wasn’t quite the same as that depicted on TV and in the movies.

			“Mostly just paperwork and introductions,” she said.

			“Ah, well. Tomorrow is another day.” He pushed the button that unlocked the glass door leading to the elevators.

			Before heading up, Jessica made a pit stop at her mailbox. In addition to the usual junk mail and bills, there was a FedEx envelope inside. She pulled it out and saw that it was from her lawyer’s office in California.

			She tucked the envelope into her briefcase, along with the rest of the mail, and then locked her mailbox and headed for the elevators. After letting herself into her condo, she set the briefcase and salad on top of the breakfast table in her living room that doubled as her dining area and office.

			In the bedroom, she ditched her work clothes for a T-shirt and jeans. She headed next for the wine chiller in her kitchen and cracked open the most expensive bottle she owned.

			Because, screw it.

			She knew exactly what was in that FedEx envelope, and she figured she might as well cap off the end of an era—her last remaining connection to Los Angeles—with a good glass of wine.

			Settling in at the table, she took the envelope out of her briefcase and opened it. For your records, said the Post-it note from her lawyer. She had called on Friday, after the court appearance, so it wasn’t as if Jessica hadn’t been expecting this. But seeing the words in black and white, and actually holding the papers in her hands, made it that much more official.

			JUDGMENT FOR DISSOLUTION OF MARRIAGE

			There it was, the court’s order and the signed settlement agreement between her and Alex that had been incorporated into the judgment. As divorces went—especially in L.A.—this probably had been the easiest money Jessica’s lawyer had ever made. From start to finish, the process had been completely civil. She hadn’t wanted any maintenance from Alex, nor had she sought any part of the profits from the films he’d produced during their three-year marriage. All she’d taken, aside from the stuff that had been hers before they’d gotten married, were the clothes, shoes, and jewelry he’d bought her. And even that wasn’t out of spite, more a matter of practicality since Alex obviously had no use for them.

			“Well, at least I’ll be a well-dressed divorcée,” she’d tried to joke with her best friend, Tara, who’d flown out to L.A. as moral support the weekend after Jessica and Alex’s settlement conference. “God, do I actually have to use the word divorcée?” she groaned. “It sounds so Real Housewives–esque.”

			They’d been commiserating over cocktails at Norah, an eclectic American restaurant in West Hollywood. “I don’t understand what happened. You guys used to be so crazy about each other,” Tara had said.

			That was the hardest part of this whole thing. In the beginning, she and Alex had been good together. Their whirlwind courtship had been exciting and romantic—they’d met at a restaurant, during a private party hosted by a mutual friend, and when Alex had found out that she was an FBI agent, he’d asked for her opinion on the plot of a suspense thriller script he’d been thinking about optioning. They’d spent the rest of the night talking, grabbing a spot at the bar after the party broke up and staying until the place closed. He’d asked if he could see her again the next day, and then just like that they were dating, and she’d loved the fact that he’d refreshingly played no games. Back then, their differing professional worlds had been a good thing: He’d liked the fact that she wasn’t in “the industry,” and she, in turn, had found his insider stories about Hollywood to be a fun change of pace from the seriousness she often faced on the job.

			The problems began about a year into their marriage. At first, it was little things, like the fact that she never particularly warmed to his friends, whom they saw a lot. They were all film producers, and they barely spoke to Jessica, having zero interest in anyone or anything not connected to Hollywood. That she could handle—she’d married Alex, not his friends, and she could deal with a few douchebags for the man she loved. But more troubling was the way Alex changed when he was around them, going from a man who was wry and witty and passionate about films to a guy who was arrogant, concerned with appearances, and far more interested in trading snarky insults about actors, writers, and directors with his friends than actually discussing anything substantive.

			In the end, however, it was her career, not his, that became the problem. She began handling undercover investigations and had a lot of success on that front. She genuinely enjoyed it, too, the seeds of her desire to work undercover probably having been planted when she was eight years old and had become obsessed with Wonder Woman reruns, the budding feminist in her loving it every time the bad guys made the sorry mistake of ever underestimating Diana Prince.

			Now if only the FBI could invent a Lasso of Truth she could pair with her pantsuits . . .

			The one downside to undercover work, of course, was its unpredictability. A lot of her meetings occurred in the evenings and were set up on very short notice. She’d had to cancel dinner plans with Alex on several occasions, and, once, a vacation they’d planned to Cabo San Lucas. She’d felt terrible about that and had tried to reschedule the trip, but shortly afterward Alex began filming a movie in Toronto and somehow it just fell by the wayside.

			The final straw broke eight months ago. She’d been asked to help out with an investigation into a Los Angeles city councilmember who they suspected was taking bribes for his reelection campaign. As part of that, she and a male undercover agent pretended to be a couple while attending several of the councilmember’s fundraisers, so they could observe which donors were getting extra-special treatment.

			From the start, Alex had been against her involvement in the investigation. “Are you sure you’re just pretending to be a couple?” he’d asked, right before one of the fundraisers, leaning against the bedroom door and watching as she’d zipped up her dress.

			“Of course it’s just pretending.” He’d asked the same question before the last fundraiser, and she was trying not to be insulted by whatever he was implying. He made movies, for Pete’s sake—his whole business was about playing pretend.

			Not wanting to have this fight right then, she zipped up the dress and smiled at him, going for a joke. “How do I look? Hopefully not like an undercover agent.”

			His eyes trailed over her. “I didn’t buy you that dress so you could wear it with another man,” he said coolly.

			Right.

			Apparently, long gone were the days when he’d liked seeing her get dressed up. She’d stepped out of the dress, leaving it on the bedroom floor and not saying another word as she changed into something else and then left.

			Unfortunately, her assignment ran longer than expected, and the timing couldn’t have been worse. One of Alex’s films opened two weeks after the dress fight, and because she was still working undercover in a high-profile investigation, she had to bail on attending the premiere.

			“There’ll be paparazzi everywhere—I can’t risk that someone would see my photo and remember me at one of these fundraisers. I’m so sorry, Alex.” She was upset, too—of course she wanted to be with him on such a special occasion. But nothing she said seemed to make any difference; he was so angry he barely spoke to her for two days.

			The night of the premiere he stayed out late, attending a party for the cast and crew. She waited up for him, wanting to get all the details, but when he got home he was in a subdued mood, said he didn’t feel like talking.

			After that, they never seemed to be able to get back on track. The tension between them increased, until finally, one morning over breakfast, she suggested they go to marriage counseling.

			“I’ve already called a divorce lawyer,” Alex said, not looking her in the eye.

			She went quiet for a long moment, her throat tightening with emotion. “Fine. I’ll move out this weekend, then.” She stood up from the table, carrying her dishes to the sink.

			“Jess, you don’t have to—”

			“Oh, I think I do, Alex.” She cut him off sarcastically, wiping the tears off her cheeks as she left the room.

			•   •   •

			Jessica tucked the court order back into the envelope and set it off to the side.

			Enough of the pity party, Harlow.

			Her eyes fell on the Jacksonville case file inside her briefcase. This undercover role was exactly what she needed—something she could sink her teeth into. A distraction. After spending the last six months wondering how things had gone wrong in her marriage, it would be nice to just turn off that side of her brain for a while.

			So she cracked open the case file and settled in at the table with her glass of screw-it-I’m-officially-a-divorcée wine as she began to take notes.

			Time to show these boys in the Chicago office what she was made of.

		

	
		
			3

			When John walked into the office Tuesday morning, he found a small crowd of his squad mates waiting around his cubicle.

			“Look who’s back,” Ryan said, doing a slow clap as John approached. “So? Was it as bad as they say?”

			“Worse,” John said. And he had the aching muscles to prove it, too. In the shower this morning, he’d cursed up a storm just trying to raise his arms to wash his hair.

			“Was it nonstop drills?” asked Jin, another one of his squad mates.

			“Let’s just say they set the tone the first morning by waking us up at four A.M. for physical fitness tests. Swimming, running, and stair climbing while wearing a fifty-pound vest and carrying a thirty-five-pound battering ram—with no breaks in between. And that was the easy day,” John said.

			The Hostage Rescue Team selection process, as John and his fellow “selectees” had quickly discovered, was designed to break down the candidates both mentally and physically in order to identify the individuals who would perform the best in high-pressure situations. And indeed, the exercises and drills they’d been put through were no joke. During the course of two weeks, John had scaled a narrow ladder to a grate seventy feet above the ground and crawled up the outside of a four-story building with no net to break his fall. He’d walked blindfolded underwater for seventy-five feet while carrying a thirty-pound weight, participated in a simulated hostage rescue in
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