
        
            
                
            
        

    
	Right after Thanksgiving, Romy is asked to go undercover and infiltrate a drug ring...

	 

	 

	Romy accepts an undercover mission four weeks before Christmas because she can use the extra pay. It causes yet another fight with her lazy husband who refuses to work and relies on her lone salary. Her marriage has been on rocky ground for a while, and she is unsure how to fix it.

	When she meets Agent Soren Barlow, who is assigned to partner with her on the case, she isn’t prepared for what follows.
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Chapter One

	 

	 

	Agent Romy Opperman finished loading the dishwasher and gazed at her angry husband. “I’m sorry you continue to feel that way about my work, Zanek, but it pays the bills. If you’d give up your dream of becoming the world’s next best-selling author and get a job, I might consider slowing down.”

	“You’ve always known from when we first met that I wanted to spend my life writing books. You encouraged me,” Zanek whined. “You could at least take off one or two days a week to look after the kid.”

	“Yes, but in the beginning, you at least had a day job. I don’t recall there being anything mentioned in our marriage vows that you would stop working and I would have to support the family. There are so many people that write books now. Your stories are good but stop thinking you’re the next Stephen King. It’s been more than three years now that you’ve been writing full-time, and all you get are rejections. Get a job. You made good money while you worked in your father’s consulate. Surely, you can get a job there again?”

	“No thanks. And right after we got married, you decided to accidentally become pregnant, and I became Mr. Mom, which interfered with my inspiration.”

	“That’s bullshit, and you know it! You always accuse me of getting pregnant on purpose. Once the pregnancy was a fact, you wanted our daughter just as much, or so you said. Besides, between my parents and the nanny I hired, Jewel was well looked after. Until you decided the nanny cost too much and that money would be better in your pocket, and you continued to stay home. I don’t know why you’re whining. My mother still takes care of Jewel nearly all the time because you just don’t feel like looking after your daughter.”

	Romy was tired of the same argument, day in, day out. Zanek wanted her to only work part-time. Right! And how would they survive? She refused to rely on her parents. It was her income that paid the bills and supported his habits. She was proud of her independence, apart from her mother babysitting a lot because he didn’t want to. Slowing down for her would not do, not unless Zanek got a job and helped to support them.

	It was a good thing that, when they married, her parent’s wedding gift had been a fully paid house with property. She couldn’t imagine having to pay rent or a mortgage. Never mind the fact that she’d worked hard to be accepted as an agent for the FBI. That had been her dream, and she’d made it come true. He refused to stop wasting his time on writing all day, every day, and she would not give up her career for him. Plus, she hardly had the kind of profession where she could opt to work only two days a week, not unless she took a desk job.

	“I’m going to the study,” Zanek said in a surly tone.

	“Fine. I’m going to bed.” Romy turned off the lights except for the ones on the Christmas tree. She stared at it for a moment.

	Christmas was still four weeks away, but Zanek had been in one of his good moods after Thanksgiving, and they had put up the tree together. Unfortunately, his good moods never lasted long.

	After making sure the doors were locked and the alarm system on, she glanced at the tall grandfather clock in the foyer. It was still early, but after a harrowing day, she was really tired. The drug trafficking case she was on was a tough one. And just a few hours ago, Director Jacobs had called and asked if she could work the case undercover for two or more weeks, which caused the argument between her and Zanek. The location was local. At least it wasn’t that far away. She just hoped they could wrap the case up before Christmas.

	She sighed while climbing the stairs. It meant extra pay, so she’d agreed, even if it meant being away from home for a bit. Her mother had gladly agreed to look after two-and-a-half-year-old Jewel full-time while Romy was away. Zanek would have the house to himself. Her husband would be able to write up a storm. Maybe that would put him in a better frame of mind for the holidays.

	Her mind was more than troubled as she took off her clothes. Her parents had warned her that getting married so fast was a mistake. She hated to admit it, but they had been so right.

	She’d been almost twenty-five when she and Zanek had met at a party. She’d fallen hard for the tall, thirty-year-old handsome, caramel-skinned black-haired man who, at the time, worked in his father’s consulate. They’d had a whirlwind romance of two weeks and a very short engagement before they said their vows.

	Zanek was a Drantorian. His parents had settled on Earth when he was a boy, and they became the ambassadors for Drantoria, a planet in the Balzodak Galaxy. Like her own parents, who had warned her about the culture mix, his had also been fiercely against the relationship. They had wanted their son to go back home to Drantoria to find a bride. They hadn’t even attended the wedding and never visited. Neither did they show any interest in their granddaughter and wouldn’t accept her. Her blood was tainted, they had told Zanek. She wasn’t a true Drantorian.

	At the time, Romy had been disgusted with both sets of parents, for their racism. And to this day, she still was. But his being from a different culture had nothing to do with their marital difficulties. Neither had it been her parents’ only reason for warning her. They had seen right through him from the start. His weak character and wanting nothing but the best but not willing to work for it was the problem. He had refused counseling, and she was at a loss for what to do. Should she divorce him? Thanks to the prenup agreement her parents had insisted on, he could not lay claim to anything. Well, except for his personal bank account, into which she regularly e-transferred an allowance.

	Maybe she should make a final decision about possibly ending their marriage after Christmas or New Year’s...

	 

	The alarm woke her, and she quickly turned it off. As she got out of bed, she noticed that Zanek’s side of the bed had not been slept in. Not unusual since he more than often slept in the study or on the couch in the living room. She shrugged. He never touched her anymore. That aspect of marriage was completely on the rocks.

	After quickly dressing in black leather pants, a black sweater, a black leather jacket, and boots, she took off her rings and locket, then packed a backpack with several clothing changes. Heavier makeup was next. She needed to look the part of someone who hangs around with mobsters. The rest of her disguise was in her locker at headquarters.

	When done, she crept down the stairs and decided not to make coffee after noticing Zanek asleep on the couch in the living room, his laptop on top of him. She’d pick up some coffee on the way to work.

	 

	“Right on time, as usual. Morning, Romy,” Director Jacobs greeted as she entered the conference room.

	Before he began the briefing, she glanced at the other three agents who would also go undercover. She knew two of them, but one was new.

	“Let me introduce Agent Soren Barlow. He transferred to us three weeks ago from the Seattle office and has already been undercover scoping out the mob’s territory.” Jacobs gestured at the new agent, indicating he should stand. “Soren, meet Agents Romy Opperman, Nate Swords, and Noah Finn.”

	Soren was beyond handsome with dark brown eyes, an angular face framed by curly black hair, a clefted chin, a perfect nose, and sexy sculptured lips. He looked to be maybe in his early thirties. As he stood, his body unfolded tall. And built. His body-hugging long-sleeved shirt left nothing to the imagination, and neither did the tight jeans showcasing the bulge at his crotch. As she met his gaze, a weird thrill coursed through her, one she hadn’t felt for a very long time.

	Hell, sex had become almost a dirty word in her marriage. When was the last time? During her pregnancy and after the baby’s birth, it was as if Zanek had become a eunuch. Even if she initiated it, he couldn’t get it up anymore, and he refused to see a doctor. If she didn’t have such a busy job, she’d be one frustrated wife.

	Snapping her concentration back to the briefing, she listened to the director drone on. Most of what he was explaining wasn’t new to her since she already had collected a lot of the information he shared.

	At the end of his chatter, the director said, “Romy, you’ll partner with Soren. The two of you will work the cartel’s branch here in New York while Nate and Noah go to Mexico. Now, all of you, go get your IDs, comms, and weapons. Good luck and try to stay in one piece. I’d like to see you at our annual Christmas party.”

	Whenever agents worked undercover, they were always issued new IDs, unmarked weapons, and watches with undetectable built-in comms. When the briefing was over, Romy got up and left the room, heading to the supply room to get her gear.

	Soren caught up to her in the hallway and strode beside her. “How long have you been an agent, Romy?”

	“Since I graduated the academy at twenty-three.”

	He gave her a sidelong glance and grinned. “And that’s like, what, two days ago?”

	“Thanks for the compliment,” she scoffed. “I’m twenty-eight.”

	“So... Five years for you. Been eight years for me.”

	If he had joined the FBI at twenty-three, the typical age when graduating from Quantico, that made him thirty-one. She’d been close at guessing how old he was. Then she realized he could have been a cop first... or a soldier. Not everyone attended
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