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Chapter 1: Dead Ends and Departures
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The keys to the rental car felt absurdly light in Shauna's palm. Like they were made of air, not metal—like this whole assignment might dissolve if she gripped them too hard.

Bo leaned against the Bureau sedan, arms crossed, watching her toss her go-bag into the trunk. "Cambridge isn’t DC," he said, as if she needed reminding. "Different rhythm. Different rules." The last part came out quieter, almost swallowed by the parking garage’s stale air. She knew what he meant: Don’t call Jenkins.

"You'll be on your own there, Shauna... deep undercover, you know the drill.." Bo usually called agents by their last name, but when no one else was around, he called his goddaughter by her first name. "That means no contact with the Boston field office. I'm your only link to the Bureau."

As she arranged her luggage into a set pattern, Bo took a moment and reflected on Shauna. Something was still wrong with her. His cop instinct after nearly 30 years in the bureau told him as much, but despite his regular check-ins with her, she never spoke about what was bothering her. He saw so much of Ed, her dad and his best friend years ago, in her. Brilliant. Stubborn. Ed, a sheriff's detective back in Montana had been killed serving a drug warrant when Shauna was only 10. Despite the loss of her dad, who she loved, she had bounced back well, joining the Bureau right out of college- where she had her law degree by age 24. Then at the academy at 25, where Bo expected her to be in the top 5, her grades plummeted several months in. She finished up mid-class. When she got to the BAU, his section, nearly unheard of for a new agent, she had kept her distance from everyone- even Bo. No socializing after work. Work- that was it. She gave 150 percent. Closed more cases, handled more UC work than any three agents. She should have been a rising star- he had suggested she seek promotions, but she always turned them down.

"I'm ready uncle Bo" Shauna's voice snapped Bo out of the train of thought he'd been in. Bo hugged her, but her return hug was weak- like she was still distant. The first time he had hugged her, she had flinched.

The engine purred to life, but Shauna hesitated—one hand on the wheel, the other pressing her phone screen flat against her thigh. A text from Jenkins blinked up at her: Heard you’re heading north. Call me when you’re settled. She thumbed it away without replying. The motion left a smear on the glass, like she’d tried to wipe him off the surface entirely.

Bo rapped his knuckles against her window. "Forgot something," he said, holding out a paper cup. Steam curled from the lid. "Black, two sugars. You’ll need it for the I-95 traffic." She took it, and for a second, his fingers lingered over hers—a godfather’s silent prayer. Be careful.

Four hours later, Cambridge unfolded in a blur of brick and ivy. Shauna parked behind a coffee shop two blocks from Harvard Yard, the rental’s GPS still chirping about rerouting. She silenced it. The air here smelled like old money and fresh ink, not the burnt-oil tension of DC. A student rushed past her, backpack swinging wildly, and for a surreal moment, Shauna wondered if she’d accidentally stepped into someone else’s life. She almost smiled, but that was a foreign thing to her since that first time at the academy with AD Jenkins... She could put on a mask while working undercover, which is what she had to here as Emily Carter, visiting professor. Bo had arranged her credentials, employment, and lodging.

The apartment was smaller than she’d imagined—a one-bedroom walk-up above a used bookstore with uneven hardwood floors and the faint scent of yellowing paper. Shauna set her go-bag down just inside the door, listening to the building’s bones creak. Someone downstairs coughed; a chair scraped against wood. Normal sounds. Nothing like the sterile silence of her DC apartment, where she could hear Jenkins’ footsteps in the hall long before his knuckles ever touched her door.

She ran her fingers along the spines of the books left on the shelf by the previous tenant—mostly philosophy, a few dog-eared poetry collections. The covers felt real under her fingertips, unlike the case files back home that always seemed to stick to her hands no matter how many times she washed them. Shauna exhaled, long and slow, and let herself sink into the worn armchair by the window. For the first time in twelve years, she was somewhere Jenkins couldn’t reach her. The thought was so absurd it almost hurt.

Her burner phone buzzed. Bo’s code name flashed on the screen: Montana. She swiped to answer, pressing the phone to her ear without speaking.

“Got your feet wet yet?” Bo’s voice was a low rumble, the way it got when he was trying to sound casual. Shauna pictured him in his office, the framed photo of her father and her on his desk catching the afternoon light. She could hear the faint tap of his pen against a notepad—his tell when he was holding back questions.

“Still drying off,” she lied, glancing at the untouched suitcase by the door. The apartment’s radiator hissed, a sound like static between them. “Any updates on the leads?”

Bo paused. “Same as yesterday. Evidence trail points to a café near MIT—The Binary Brew. Owner says a woman matching our sketch came in twice last month, always paid cash after.” Shauna heard papers shuffling. “But here’s the kicker—security footage from those dates is gone. Wiped clean. I don't think you're going to wrap this one up quick, Shauna... Emily.” The name slip was a rare mistake for Bo. His mind must be somewhere else, Shauna thought.

"You know I'm in for the long haul" she said. They exchanged some pleasantries, and then she hung up. She had no plan to call AD Jenkins. She could justify it as being undercover. She took a brief shower and then pulled on her pajamas. She'd need to do some shopping in the coming days, but as she laid on the lumpy mattress, her mind drifted elsewhere, another place, another time. It was her junior year at high school, back in Montana. She had jumped a couple grades and was younger than her class. She had seen this boy, Nick... Nick Daniels. She told her 39 year old self love at first sight wasn't real, but her 14 year old self had thought it was. Nick wasn't like the other boys. She had a couple classes with him, and saw how he was a peacemaker- he grew up on a ranch and was physically tough- tough enough to step between two bullies and a freshman and use words to persuade them to leave the younger student alone. She dreamed of Nick taking her to prom, then later marrying him and having his children... not the first time for this specific dream. But Nick had a girlfriend, and then his family had moved away.

Her alarm roused her from the pleasant dream, back to the reality of her new assignment. She packed her bag and headed to the cafe.

Shauna traced the rim of her coffee cup—black, two sugars, just like Bo had handed her—as she watched the Binary Brew’s morning crowd shuffle in and out. Students with backpacks slung over one shoulder, professors clutching marked-up manuscripts, the occasional tech bro in a Patagonia vest. All of them oblivious to the woman in the corner booth who wasn’t Emily Carter, visiting philosophy professor, but Special Agent Shauna Reid, hunting ghosts.

The café’s Wi-Fi password was written on a chalkboard behind the counter: 01010111. Binary for ‘W’. Shauna snorted. Cute. She logged in under her Emily Carter alias and pulled up the faculty portal for Harvard’s philosophy department—her cover required actual work, not just pretending. A notification blinked: Department mixer, Friday, 7 PM. Shauna almost deleted it. Socializing wasn’t part of the job- but that was Agent Reid, not Professor Carter, who had an entirely different personality. She hit the 'accept' button.

Across the room, a barista slammed a portafilter into the espresso machine too hard. The sound made Shauna’s shoulders lock. Fifteen years of hyper vigilance didn’t vanish just because Jenkins was hundreds of miles away. She forced her hands to unclench, then froze—the woman at the register was handing over exact change. Cash. Just like Bo’s lead. Could she be that lucky? Find the unsub- unknown subject- on day one?

The woman at the register pocketed her change and turned—early thirties, blonde hair pulled into a messy bun, oversized MIT sweatshirt swallowing her frame. Not the polished predator Shauna had expected from the case files. She watched as the woman settled at a corner table with a laptop, fingers flying across the keyboard in erratic bursts. Too fast for notes. Coding?

Shauna sipped her coffee, letting the bitterness ground her. Emily Carter wouldn’t stare. Emily would... what? She reached into her bag and pulled out a dog-eared copy of Kierkegaard—part of her cover’s reading list—and pretended to annotate the margins while keeping the woman in her periphery. The barista called out a name—“Jennifer”—and the woman glanced up. Shauna’s pulse spiked. Jennifer. The alias from the evidence trail.

Jennifer grabbed her drink without breaking stride, laptop still open, fingers still moving. Shauna memorized the cadence of her typing—staccato, impatient. A hacker’s rhythm. She waited three minutes before sliding Kierkegaard into her bag and approaching Jennifer’s table. “Mind if I sit?” Emily Carter’s voice was warmer than Shauna’s own. “Every other booth’s taken.”

Jennifer didn’t look up, her fingers still dancing across the keyboard. "Sure," she muttered, gesturing vaguely at the empty chair. The laptop screen reflected in her glasses—lines of code scrolling too fast for Shauna to parse.

Shauna slid into the seat, angling Kierkegaard’s book cover toward Jennifer. "Philosophy department," she offered, tapping the spine. "Emily Carter. Visiting professor."

Jennifer’s typing paused for half a second. "MIT. Robotics lab." Her gaze flicked to Shauna’s face, then away. There was something feral in her eyes—not predatory, but cornered. Like she was calculating exit routes.

The steam from Jennifer’s chai latte curled between them like a question mark. Shauna let the silence stretch—too long for politeness, just enough to unsettle. "Robotics," she echoed. "That explains the typing speed." She nodded at the laptop, where lines of code blurred into nonsense.

Jennifer’s fingers twitched. "You know code?"

"Enough to recognize someone who does." Shauna smiled—Emily Carter’s smile, easy and open. The kind that made people want to fill the quiet. "Most philosophers just stare at walls and call it thinking."

Jennifer’s lips twitched—almost a smile, but not quite. Her fingers resumed their rapid dance across the keyboard, though slower now, less frantic. "You’re not like other professors," she said, eyes still fixed on the screen. "Most of them don’t notice anything outside their own footnotes."

Shauna leaned back, letting Emily Carter’s curiosity show. "I notice things. Like how you paid cash. Most grad students live off credit cards."

The typing stopped. Jennifer’s shoulders tensed, just for a second, before she forced a laugh. "Trust fund kid. Dad’s paranoid about digital footprints." She tapped the laptop lid shut with a decisive click. "You ask a lot of questions for someone who just wanted a seat."

Shauna kept Emily Carter’s smile in place, but her pulse thrummed against her ribs. Jennifer’s deflection was smooth—too smooth. The kind of lie that came with practice. “Occupational hazard,” she said, tapping Kierkegaard’s cover again. “Philosophers are professional question-askers.” She tilted her head, feigning casual interest. “What’s your dad do that makes him so paranoid?”

Jennifer’s fingers drummed the laptop lid. “Defense contractor. The kind with NDAs thicker than your book.” She glanced toward the door, then back at Shauna. Her gaze lingered on Shauna’s hands—no wedding ring, short nails, a faint scar across the knuckles. “You don’t look like a philosopher either.”

Shauna let out a laugh that wasn’t entirely fabricated. “Montana ranch kid. Philosophy was my rebellion.” The truth, wrapped in the right packaging. She nudged her coffee cup aside. “You from around here?”

“Boston born.” Jennifer’s shoulders relaxed incrementally. She popped the lid off her chai, stirring absently. “But I’ve been here so long, the accent’s gone. Too many years in labs.” Her phone buzzed—a single, harsh vibration—and her jaw tightened. She didn’t check it.

The phone buzzed again, this time with the sharp persistence of a dentist's drill. Jennifer's fingers twitched toward it but didn't lift it from the table. Shauna watched the play of tension around her eyes—the dilation of pupils, the minute tightening at the corners. Fear, not irritation.

"Someone important?" Shauna asked, letting Emily Carter sound casually interested rather than professionally observant. She took a slow sip of coffee, her own phone face-down on the table. Silent. Jenkins hadn't tried again since yesterday.

Jennifer exhaled through her nose, a sound like steam escaping a kettle. "Just my advisor. Wants a draft of my dissertation by Friday." The lie came too quickly, her fingers tapping an uneven rhythm against the laptop lid. Shauna counted the beats—three short, two long. Morse code for 'SOS'. Coincidence? Or was this woman screaming for help in the only way she thought safe?

Shauna tilted her head, studying Jennifer's hands. The nails were bitten raw, the cuticles ragged. Not the hands of a trust fund kid. "Must be brutal," she said, nodding toward the laptop. "My first year teaching, I graded papers until my fingers cramped. Couldn't even hold a wine glass at faculty parties."

Jennifer’s laugh was brittle, like ice cracking underfoot. "Try debugging code at 3 AM while your advisor breathes down your neck." She flipped her phone over—just enough to glimpse the screen—then shoved it into her sweatshirt pocket. The motion was too sharp, too practiced. Shauna noted the way her eyes flicked toward the café’s back exit. Flight response.

Shauna mirrored Jennifer’s posture, leaning in as if confiding. "I had a professor in undergrad who’d camp outside the library during finals. Used to say stress built character." She paused, letting the memory settle between them. "Turned out he was embezzling department funds."

Jennifer’s fingers stilled. "People surprise you," she murmured, her gaze drifting to the window where rain had begun streaking the glass. "Sometimes in really shitty ways."

The café door chimed. A group of students tumbled in, laughing, their voices too loud for the cramped space. Jennifer flinched at the noise, her shoulders hiking toward her ears. Shauna watched the way her grip tightened around the laptop—like it was the only solid thing in the room.

The rain outside intensified, turning the café windows into liquid canvases of distorted light. Jennifer’s reflection fractured across the glass as she finally lifted her chai, the ceramic trembling slightly against her lips. Shauna noted the tremor—not from caffeine. Fear had its own metabolic signature.

"You ever feel like you’re running out of time?" Jennifer asked abruptly, eyes fixed on the storm beyond the glass. The question hung between them, raw and unexpected. Emily Carter wouldn’t hesitate.

"Every midterm season," Shauna quipped, tapping Kierkegaard’s book. "Students think existential dread is philosophical—wait till they grade papers at 3 AM." She kept her tone light, but her mind raced. This wasn’t small talk; it was a probe. Jennifer was testing her.

A flicker of something—disappointment?—crossed Jennifer’s face before she schooled her features. "Right. Grading." Her phone buzzed again inside her pocket, a muted vibration that made her jaw clench. She stood abruptly, chair scraping against hardwood. "I should go. Lab hours."

Shauna watched Jennifer’s retreating back—the way her sweatshirt swallowed her frame, how she clutched the laptop like a shield. The café door swung shut behind her with a whisper of damp air. Shauna counted to ten, then stood, leaving her half-finished coffee behind. Emily Carter would stay and grade papers. Agent Reid followed leads.

Outside, the rain had settled into a steady drizzle. Jennifer was already halfway down the block, her dark bun a smudge against the gray afternoon. Shauna matched her pace, keeping three pedestrians between them. The MIT sweatshirt made tracking easy—until Jennifer ducked into an alleyway between a Thai restaurant and a shuttered record store.

Shauna slowed, pressing herself against the brick wall. The alley smelled of soy sauce and damp concrete. She heard the scrape of a key in a lock, then the groan of a heavy door swinging open. Peering around the corner, she caught a glimpse of Jennifer vanishing into the basement of a nondescript building, the door clicking shut behind her.

A rusted fire escape ladder hung just within reach. Shauna climbed, her boots slipping on the wet metal. The roof offered a clear sight line into the basement windows—blinds half-drawn, but enough of a gap. Inside, Jennifer paced between monitors, her fingers flying across a keyboard. Data streams flickered across screens too fast to read.

Shauna crouched low behind the roof’s parapet, rainwater soaking through the knees of her jeans. The basement windows offered a fractured view—Jennifer’s silhouette moving between monitors, her reflection warped by the streaked glass. Then, abruptly, she froze. Her head snapped toward the ceiling, as if she’d sensed Shauna’s presence through brick and rain.

Shauna held her breath. Jennifer’s hand hovered over a keyboard, then darted to a drawer. The glint of metal—a gun?—before she slammed it shut again. A moment later, the monitors went dark.

Footsteps echoed from the alley below. Shauna flattened herself against the roof as a figure in a hoodie approached the basement door. No knock—just a series of rapid taps, like code. The door opened a crack, then wider. Hoodie stepped inside.

Shauna edged closer to the fire escape. The rain masked her movements, but one misstep would send a cascade of water down the metal rungs. She counted to thirty, then descended, boots silent on the rusted steps. Pressing her ear to the basement door, she caught fragments of conversation:

"...tracking the Cambridge PD feeds now," came Hoodie's voice—male, early twenties, with the nasal twang of someone raised on Red Bull and router fumes. "They’ve got nothing. Just like DC."

Shauna pressed closer, her cheek against the door's damp wood. The alley reeked of stale fry oil and wet cardboard.

Jennifer's response was sharper. "Because I wiped the trails clean. They shouldn’t even be looking here." A keyboard clattered. "But someone’s poking around. That philosophy professor at the café—"

"That blonde?" Hoodie snorted. "I heard her. She asked about your coffee order, not your IP address. But on the other hand, she didn’t look like a philosophy prof... more like a former model." So hoodie had been at the cafe, she hadn’t clocked him. Rookie mistake. She discarded the compliment, she needed to dress down better. Too late for a wig. Maybe some glasses... worked for Clark Kent.

Shauna pulled away from the door just as Jennifer’s voice dropped to a whisper. The rain swallowed whatever came next—only the hum of servers and the rhythmic tap of keys remained. She retreated up the fire escape, her mind racing. Emily Carter had been noticed. Not Shauna Reid, not FBI—her cover. She needed to tread carefully around these two.

Back on the street, Shauna ducked into a bodega and bought a prepaid burner phone with cash. The clerk didn’t look up from his crossword. Outside, under the awning, she dialed Bo’s secure line using their ring code—three rings, hang up, redial.

“You’re early for check-in,” Bo said by way of greeting. No names.

“Emily Carter’s made a friend,” Shauna murmured, watching rainwater swirl into the gutter. “An MIT robotics undergrad student named Jennifer. She paid cash at the café from your lead. Also runs a basement server farm and thinks philosophy professors ask too many questions.” Shauna sent a grainy image of the girl taken by her necklace cam to Bo for ID.

Bo’s exhale crackled through the burner phone. “Jennifer Lombardi,” he said after a beat. “Twenty-nine. MIT dropout turned freelance Cybersecurity consultant. We flagged her six months ago—she scrubbed digital trails for a cartel in Miami.” Shauna heard paper rustling, the creak of Bo’s chair leaning back. “Problem is, Lombardi’s been dead since April. Car bomb in Bogotá.”

Shauna watched a taxi hydroplane through the intersection, its tires kicking up sheets of rainwater. The bodega’s neon sign buzzed overhead, painting her hands an electric pink. “Then who the hell did I just have chai with?”

“Two possibilities... one, someone good enough to steal her identity,” Bo said. The line had static for a second—he was moving, probably locking his office door. “Or two, that’s really her, the parts of the body in Bogota were someone else written up as her. Easy to bribe an ME down there. Listen. That basement setup? It’s a dark web node. We noticed it last year during a ransomware investigation. Coordinates should still be—” A drawer slammed. “—here...” He read off two GPS coordinates to her. “Former speakeasy turned data den.”

Shauna memorized the numbers, her pulse thrumming in sync with the rain drumming the awning. “She’s jumpy. Got a visitor in a hoodie—male, early twenties. They’re tracking Cambridge PD feeds.” She hesitated. “Bo. I think I pushed her too hard.”

The neon sign flickered again, casting jagged shadows across Shauna’s knuckles as she gripped the burner phone tighter. "Local PD, that doesn’t add up unless she’s planning a hit here." she said, low enough that the bodega clerk wouldn’t hear. The taste of copper flooded her mouth—she’d bitten her cheek. “There’s also no intel that whoever this is worked with anyone else... like hoodie.”

Bo’s silence was its own answer. Then, quieter: "Jenkins pulled your case file yesterday. Officially for ‘oversight.’" The word dripped with implication. Shauna’s stomach twisted. Of course. Jenkins always kept trophies- and tried to keep his thumb on her, even hundreds of miles away.

Rainwater seeped into her boots as she stepped off the curb, heading toward the coordinates Bo had given. The alley behind the Thai restaurant was darker now, the basement windows opaque. No more fractured glimpses of Jennifer—or whoever she was. Just the hum of servers vibrating through the wall.

Shauna crouched beside a dumpster, its rusted metal groaning under her weight. She touched the grip of her FBI-issue Glock, then hesitated. Emily Carter wouldn’t carry. Her apartment wasn’t the best place to keep it either, but was a better choice than getting caught with it on campus. Massachusetts frowned on the second amendment, Givens had warned her, reminding her no one could know she was FBI. Getting arrested for gun possession would tank her mission.

Shauna returned to her apartment. The first thing she did was log in to Amazon as Emily, where she looked at personal biometric safes. She found one with decent reviews and solid locking features, so she ordered it. Next, she made a secure connection to the FBI database. A few keystrokes and Jennifer Lombardi’s face looked back at her. The same woman she had talked to at the cafe- or her twin sister. Nope, file said she was an only kid. Something here just didn’t add up. If Bo’s option 2 was in play, why would she use her real name if she was playing dead?

Her phone buzzed. Alarm reminder- meet the department head at 10 AM. She looked at the time on her phone- 9:30, plenty of time to walk there. No one drove around here it seemed, a huge change from Montana- or even DC for that matter.

Shauna's fingers hovered over her laptop keyboard. The department head’s office was three buildings east—twelve minutes at a professor’s unhurried pace. She snapped the laptop shut too hard, the sound echoing in the empty apartment. Emily Carter wouldn’t rush. Emily Carter would review her lecture notes one last time.

The philosophy department’s main hall smelled of beeswax and anxiety. Undergraduates clutching coffee cups darted like spooked deer past oak-paneled walls lined with portraits of dead white men. Shauna counted the exits automatically—two stairwells, a fire door disguised as a bookcase. Her heels clicked against marble as she approached the department head’s office, where a brass plaque read Dr. Eleanor West, Chair.

The door stood slightly ajar. Shauna caught the tail end of a hushed conversation: “—just make sure she’s settled. The dean wants this visiting professorship to go smoothly.” A woman’s reply, crisp with irritation: “I’ll handle Carter.”

Shauna knocked—three firm taps, Emily Carter’s polite-but-confident rhythm. The voices inside cut off mid-sentence. A beat later, the door swung open to reveal a woman in her late fifties, silver-streaked hair pinned into a ruthless bun, reading glasses dangling from a chain around her neck like a suspended verdict.

"Dr. Carter." Eleanor West's smile didn’t reach her eyes. "You’re early."

Shauna offered Emily’s warm, slightly absentminded grin. "I like to get the lay of the land before lectures."

Eleanor West's office was a study in controlled chaos—stacks of journals teetered on every surface, annotated manuscripts splayed open like dissected frogs. The scent of bergamot and something sharper—ink?—hung in the air. Shauna noted the single chair placed too far from the desk. A power play.

"Sit," Eleanor said, already turning back to her computer. Not an invitation. A command.

Shauna perched on the edge of the chair, back straight, hands folded loosely in her lap—Emily Carter’s posture, not Agent Reid’s. The desktop monitor reflected in Eleanor’s glasses: an email draft with Subject: Carter Background Check.

The email on Eleanor’s screen disappeared with a flick of her wrist. Shauna caught the tail end of the recipient’s address—jenkins.ad@fbi.gov—before the reflection vanished. Her pulse stuttered, but Emily Carter’s smile never wavered. “I brought my course outlines,” she said, pulling a folder from her bag. “Though I’m sure you’ve already seen them.”

Eleanor’s fingers paused over her keyboard. “The dean forwarded them.” She adjusted her glasses, the chain clinking softly. “Your Kierkegaard seminar is... unconventional for a first-year offering.”

Shauna laid the folder on the desk, angling it just enough to glimpse Eleanor’s screen—a half-typed response to Jenkins, the cursor blinking after She seems harmless, but—. “I find undergrads engage more with existentialism than Kantian ethics,” she said lightly. “Fewer categorical imperatives, more angst.”

"I read your CV" Eleanor began. "Very impressive. You could work anywhere with a background like yours. So what brings you to our little corner of the world?"

Shauna kept Emily Carter’s smile easy, though her ribs tightened like a vise. "Academic politics," she said with a practiced shrug. "Turns out questioning tenure committees isn’t the path to popularity." She watched Eleanor’s reflection in the window—the slight twitch of her left eyebrow, the way her fingers tightened around her pen. Jenkins had coached her well.

Eleanor’s gaze dropped to Shauna’s hands—no wedding ring, the faint calluses along her index finger from FBI-issue triggers. "Montana, wasn’t it? Quite the leap to Cambridge."

"Big skies, bigger ideas," Shauna said, tapping the folder. "My students called it 'Existentialism Under the Big Sky'." A real detail from her cover, buried deep enough to check out. Eleanor’s pen stilled.

"No ring. No man in your life?" Eleanor wasn't used to having boundaries, the question very personal- and designed to get a rise from her new hire.

Shauna felt the question like a knife slipped between ribs—personal, invasive, designed to unsettle. Emily Carter wouldn’t bristle. Emily would laugh. So Shauna let out a light chuckle, tilting her head just enough to seem amused rather than defensive. "Philosophy departments aren’t known for their thriving dating scenes, Dr. West." She tapped Kierkegaard’s book peeking from her bag. "Besides, between teaching and wrestling with 19th-century existentialists, who has the time?"

Eleanor’s smile was thin, the kind that didn’t reach past her cheekbones. "How... pragmatic." She set down her pen with deliberate precision. "You’ll find our department rather more traditional. The dean prefers faculty to embody certain... decorum." Her gaze flicked to Shauna’s tailored blazer—expensive but not flashy, the kind of thing a serious academic would wear. The kind of thing Givens had insisted on for her cover.

Shauna kept her tone breezy, though her fingers tightened around the strap of her bag. "I’ll try not to scandalize anyone by assigning Too Much Nietzsche." She paused, then added with just the right touch of self-deprecation, "Though I can’t promise my coffee addiction won’t raise eyebrows."

The chair creaked as Eleanor leaned forward, her reading glasses catching the overhead light in a way that turned her eyes into opaque discs. "The dean was particularly interested in your... extracurricular activities at Columbia." She tapped a manila folder on her desk—thicker than any academic dossier should be. "There were concerns about your relationships with certain graduate students."

Shauna's pulse kicked up, but Emily Carter's laugh came out smooth as bourbon. "Ah. The Beckett incident." She waved a hand, as if batting away an old scandal. "When a first-year mistakes office hours for therapy—and your office for a confessional—it makes for juicy faculty lounge gossip." She met Eleanor's gaze squarely. "The review board cleared me. Repeatedly."

Eleanor's phone buzzed—once, sharply—but she didn't glance at it. Shauna noted the way her fingers twitched toward the drawer instead. "Of course," Eleanor said. Too quickly. "Still, we value... discretion here." She stood abruptly, signaling the end of the interrogation. "Your first lecture is at noon. Emerson Hall, room 205. Don't be late."

Shauna stepped out of Eleanor West’s office with Emily Carter’s polite smile still plastered across her face, though her jaw ached from holding it. The hallway smelled of lemon-scented polish and old paper, the kind of sterile academia she’d spent years avoiding. She walked briskly past closed doors, listening to the muffled hum of lectures behind them—Kantian ethics in 3B, something about Heidegger’s Dasein in 3C—until she hit the stairwell and finally exhaled.

Outside, the campus sprawled before her like a carefully curated diorama. Students lounged on the quad, their laughter carrying across the damp grass. Shauna adjusted the strap of her bag and headed east, letting Emily Carter’s absentminded curiosity guide her steps. She paused at a bronze statue of some long-dead philosopher, its patina streaked green from decades of rain. The plaque read "To question is to breathe." Shauna snorted. Try telling that to Jenkins.

She circled the science building, its glass facade reflecting the overcast sky. A group of grad students spilled out of a side door, their conversation peppered with terms like quantum decoherence and neural networks. Shauna slowed her pace just enough to eavesdrop—Emily Carter would be the type to pause and listen, maybe even strike up a conversation about the ethics of AI. But her attention snagged on a familiar figure near the bike racks: Jennifer, still in that oversized MIT sweatshirt, arguing with a lanky guy in a hoodie. The same hoodie from the basement. Sizing her up again, Shauna just didn't see her as the type to drive a knife into a man's chest while he was tied to a bed, but she remembered her dad talking to Bo about a case and saying 'You never know what goes on behind closed doors". Ed Reid had been a great detective. One of his other Ed-isms as he called them was 'If you want to be a good cop, you have to be nosy'. Shauna put that one into practice, walking over to Jennifer so she could get a face capture of hoodie and Bo could ID him.

The bike rack's metal groaned under Jennifer's grip as she leaned in, her voice a hissed whisper. "I told you—not here." Hoodie shrugged, his face half-shadowed by his sweatshirt's sagging hood. Shauna angled herself behind a group of chatting biology majors, letting Emily Carter's absentminded professor act guide her steps closer. Her necklace camera—a matte black pendant Bo had insisted on—swaying softly with each step.

"Excuse me," Shauna called, waving Kierkegaard's book like a baton. The sun chose that moment to break through the clouds, glinting off Jennifer's glasses as she whipped around. Hoodie melted into the crowd before Shauna could get a clean shot. "Jennifer Lombardi, right? Robotics lab?" She extended a hand, Emily Carter's smile warm and guileless. "Emily Carter. We met at the Binary Brew?"

Jennifer's fingers brushed hers—cold, despite the humid air. "You have a creepy memory for names. I didn't tell you my last name." But she didn't pull away. Up close, Shauna noted the raw cuticles, the faint tremor in her wrist. Not caffeine. Adrenaline.

She had said Jennifer's last name, something she shouldn't have known after a 'casual' meeting at the cafe. Another rookie mistake. Shauna was quick on her feet thinking, so she said "You're right, I had a question about something, so I looked you up in the robotics directory. Just as well we crossed paths again. Do you have a minute? It's um, kind of embarrassing."

Jennifer crossed her arms, her sweatshirt sleeves swallowing her hands whole. "Make it fast." Behind her, Hoodie lingered near a food truck, pretending to study the menu. Shauna angled her body, catching his reflection in Jennifer's lenses as she fished her phone from her pocket.

"I need help with my printer," Shauna blurted, tapping her screen to activate the necklace cam. The lie was flimsy, but Emily Carter would be the type to mistake tech support for friendship. "It's wireless, but every time I try to connect... I called for support but they said the tech was busy for two days, I figured you may—"

"Jesus Christ." Jennifer grabbed her elbow, steering her toward a concrete bench. Her grip was stronger than expected—piano-player fingers with a wrestler's pressure. "You're broadcasting your location to anyone with a packet sniffer." She stabbed at Shauna's phone settings, her nails leaving crescent moons in the casing. "Turn off Bluetooth. And this—" She flipped to another menu, her voice dropping. "—is basically a homing beacon for creeps."

Shauna blinked—Emily Carter would—but her pulse jumped. Jennifer's hands moved with the precision of someone who'd dismantled more firewalls than printers. "I didn't realize," she murmured, letting Emily's embarrassment color her voice. "Montana's tech support consisted of my cousin yelling 'turn it off and on again' through the screen door."

Jennifer snorted, but her eyes flicked past Shauna's shoulder. Hoodie was still loitering by the food truck, his posture too casual. "Look," she muttered, tapping Shauna's phone screen harder than necessary, "if you're gonna survive here, learn basic op-sec." She swiped open a settings menu Shauna had never seen—hidden under three layers of developer options. "Your phone's a tracking device. Every app, every connection—" Her thumb hovered over a toggle labeled Enhanced Privacy. "—is a data leak."

Shauna caught Hoodie's reflection in Jennifer's glasses again—he'd moved closer, hands shoved in his pockets. The way his right arm angled suggested he was holding something. "You sound like my uncle," she said lightly. "He was a deputy sheriff. Paranoid about everything except his own cholesterol." The detail was legit.. for Emily Carter.. and workable thanks to her short time with her dad the deputy sheriff.

Jennifer's fingers froze mid-swipe. Shauna watched her pupils dilate—the same tell as when the phone had buzzed at the café. "Deputy sheriff?" Her voice went flat, the way people sound when they're calculating risk. "Where?"

"Sweetgrass County, Montana," Shauna said easily, fingering her necklace to snap a clearer shot of Hoodie reflected in Jennifer's glasses. "Population 3,200. Main exports: hay, distrust of the federal government, and"—she leaned in conspiratorially—"really bad casseroles."

The joke landed like a lead balloon. Jennifer's grip on Shauna's phone tightened, her knuckles bleaching white. Behind them, Hoodie took a step forward—close enough now that Shauna could smell the sour tang of energy drinks on his clothes. Shauna wanted to ask about him, but held back- that would be a huge red flag. Better to play the 'dumb blonde' role and take things slow.

Jennifer shoved the phone back into Shauna’s hands, her breath hitching. “Change your passwords. All of them.” The warning came out sharp, but her gaze darted toward Hoodie—calculating, wary. Shauna caught the micro-expression: Jennifer wasn’t just scared for her. She was scared of her.

The food truck’s generator kicked on, drowning out whatever Jennifer muttered next. Shauna leaned in, Emily Carter’s oblivious smile intact. “Sorry, I missed that?”

“Nothing.” Jennifer’s sweatshirt sleeve rode up as she wiped her palms on her thighs—revealing a fresh bruise circling her wrist. Too precise for accidental. Handcuffs. “Just—stay off public Wi-Fi.” She stood abruptly, nearly colliding with Hoodie, who’d materialized beside them like a specter. The two walked away without a goodbye.

Shauna watched Jennifer and Hoodie disappear around the corner of the chemistry building, their strides matching in unnatural synchronization. She forced herself to turn left instead—Emily Carter wouldn’t tail strangers across campus. Emily would admire the autumn foliage and ponder Kierkegaard’s concept of repetition.

The paved path curved past a sandstone archway choked with ivy, its keystone engraved with Veritas. Shauna traced the letters with her fingertips, the rough stone grounding her. Three students jostled past, their backpacks clinking with lab equipment. One muttered about "stupid Gaussian distributions"—normal campus chatter. Nothing like the hissed arguments in basements or the gunmetal gleam of a drawer slamming shut.

She paused at a bulletin board papered with lecture announcements and lost cat posters. A neon sticky note caught her eye: CS 395 – DARK WEB ETHICS (NO RECORDS KEPT). The room number matched the basement below the Thai restaurant. Shauna committed it to memory, then peeled the note away—Emily Carter might take interest in unconventional seminars. The paper left a sticky residue on her fingers, faintly chemical. Lemon-scented adhesive. Same as Eleanor West’s desk organizer.

The sticky note crumpled in Shauna’s palm as she ducked into a library alcove, its frosted glass doors muffling the hum of student chatter. She flattened the note against a study carrel—CS 395, Tues/Thurs 7PM, Bldg 12 Basement—and snapped a photo with her burner phone.

Her thumb hovered over Bo’s encrypted chat. Then the library door hissed open.

Shauna palmed the phone, pivoting toward the sound with Emily Carter’s absentminded smile already in place. A lanky grad student shuffled in, arms piled with quantum mechanics textbooks. No eye contact. She exhaled through her nose and typed one-handed: Dark web seminar—tonight. Cover? The dark web was how criminals communicated. A serial killer would be at home there. She had no idea she was following an elaborate trail of breadcrumbs that would lead nowhere, but consume a lot of her time.

Shauna waited until the grad student disappeared behind a stack of periodicals before slipping out the library's side exit. The crisp autumn air carried the scent of damp leaves and distant coffee—normal, grounding smells. She checked her watch. One hour until her lecture. Enough time to scout the basement location and get back without looking suspicious.

Building 12 loomed at the edge of campus, its brick facade ivy-choked and weather-stained. The kind of place administration forgot about until someone needed storage space. Shauna circled it twice, noting the rusted fire escape, the single security camera pointed stubbornly at a bike rack. No visible basement entrance. She pretended to check her phone, snapping photos of sight lines while Emily Carter’s oversized cardigan flapped in the wind.

Her burner buzzed. Bo’s response was characteristically terse: Remember, no backup. Play it safe.

***
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IN AN OFFICE IN DOWNTOWN Atlanta, the older yet still very attractive blonde woman looked at the pretty Latina sitting across from her. "OK, so that brings us up to speed on our current missions." Isabella Sanchez laid her tablet on the desk as Julia continued speaking. Both of them missed Lisa- now Nora, who had been Julia's best assassin. The thought crossed Julia's mind Lisa- whom she had named Jane after finding her near death at 17 in an Atlanta alley 25 years ago after vice squad cops had raped and beat her- may come back. This 'falling in love with a good man and moving to a ranch in Montana' may only be a phase. But then she remembered the pain in Lisa's eyes before she had met Nick. Her eyes held happiness before the two had gotten on the plane for their new life together.

"Penny for your thoughts?" Isabella broke Julia's musing.

"Just wondering...: Julia began.

"They're fine" Isabella said quietly. She and Lisa-Jane- had been like sisters. She was happy for her, but it hurt when she and Nick left. "I check in with them once a week. Did I tell you he carried her across the threshold?"

Julia snorted. "No, but I can totally see him doing that. Probably used some lame excuse like she needed to stay off the leg." On her final mission, Lisa had been shot in the leg by a poison dart courtesy of Nick's then-wife Nya's security system. Isabella had been with her, and triggered a knockout gas container- which left Lisa alone to save Nick, who had been captured by Nya. Her mind shifted, she was used to playing mental chess after so many years in the business.

"The Massachusetts operation.." she began.

"On track" Isabella said. She hesitated.

"What?" Julia asked, concerned. Isabella was the most thorough worker she had.

"An outlier- won't affect Cambridge, but could affect Montana if she gets there. Best case, she closes the book after she exhausts the leads I planted in Cambridge."

"I don't like outliers" Julia said, tapping her manicured nails on the wood of her desk. "What is it?"

"I did a deeper dive on Reid. You know she's from Montana. Like Nick."

"Yes, and I know it's a big state. Don't keep me in suspense, Iz." Julia was beginning to worry.

"It's just.. " Isabella out of character was hesitant. "I missed something. Minor, but it could be significant. Turns out Shauna and Nick went to the same high school."

"OK, but isn't he some years older than her?" Julia didn't see the problem.. yet.

"Yes, but as you know the girl is a genius. IQ north of 160 according to her FBI profile. She skipped a couple of grades. She was a junior when Nick was a senior."

"Still not seeing the problem" Julia responded. "But clearly you do."

"When I set up a new identity, I always try to use some things from the old one. In their case, I went back to age 18, so I missed the high school stuff. It appears young Shauna was quite taken with Nick Daniels." Isabella pulled up some grainy pictures on her tablet. "Don't ask me how I got these" she began. Julia looked and saw Nick's yearbook photo- a handsome clean-cut boy of 18, and over top of it was a heart with ND + SR.

"But that was what, 20 plus years ago. Do you think she'd remember him?"

"Think?" Isabella repeated. "No. I know she would. She has an eidetic memory. If she sees him in Montana, she'll remember him. Her high school crush? And I'm sure he'll remember her too... she's really beautiful..." Isabella held up her tablet with Agent Shauna Reid's ID photo. Julia saw a familiar sadness in her eyes, but otherwise she was a very beautiful blonde woman.

"So we have to make sure she ends her investigation in Massachusetts" Julia began.

"I thought so too... at first." Isabella said, her tone implying she had more to offer.

"What? I know that tone. Spill." Julia commanded with a grin.

"Their prior... relationship... not that there was one that I could tell, he had a girlfriend senior year based on the photos I saw... but that could work in our favor."

Julia addressed the elephant in the room. "Explain how an FBI agent working to arrest our friend having had a crush on her 'husband' could possibly work in our favor?" For as sharp as she was, Julia couldn't see the forest for the trees, Isabella thought.

"Reid... Shauna... never married." Isabella recited what she knew. "Went to college, then law school. No relationships I could find. Hired by the FBI at 25. Then something happened at the academy. She went from prodigy to pauper in 6 months. Got a plum assignment though- BAU. Reading between the lines, I think she was raped- by a powerful man." Isabella almost said 'sound familiar?' seeing as how that was the whole purpose of their organization- to get justice for women abused by powerful men that were beyond the law. "Explains the drop in academic performance, why she's still got the same sadness in her eyes Lisa had... before Nick."

"You're messing with fire and gasoline, Iz." Julia said. "Maybe we should start fresh with Lisa and Nick, new identities, maybe someplace with no US extradition?" Julia had calculated worst case scenarios, SOP for her.

"Hear me out" Isabella said. "What's going to happen? Reid is now 'Emily Carter', a visiting philosophy professor. She can't break cover unless she's got slam-dunk evidence to make an arrest. Which she'll never get in Cambridge, but will spend a lot of time trying to get. So after a year, she either closes it or worst case is reassigned to Montana. That’s like a one percent chance BTW. She meets 'Nick and Nora Charles' with her using another alias. Her and Nick recognize each other, but neither can let the other know it. Remember, Nick Daniels died in a fiery car crash. Reid will look him up, may even go as far as to try and get some DNA from him to compare. She's thorough like that. It of course won't match. What I'm getting at is her old feelings for him will resurface. That will throw her off her game. It can work to our advantage."

Julia laughed, not the reaction Isabella expected. "Too funny. So your idea is this genius FBI profiler works undercover, recognizes her lost love- who is now another woman's husband, with that woman being our former best assassin, falls in love, and fouls up the case? I'd believe that as a Lifetime movie plot, but I just don't see it happening Iz." Lifetime movies were Julia's guilty pleasure- but she used them for work as they often had a beautiful psycho woman seducing a man- which was how her Black Widows operated minus the psycho part.

"I ran it through an AI simulator I built and it has an 83 percent probability of happening" Isabella said. "Besides, neither one of them will want to give up what they're starting there. Lisa's girls ranch was inspired by what you have here."

"OK, we'll table that for now. Tell me more about Cambridge." Julia requested, exhaling slowly.

***
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SHAUNA'S BURNER PHONE buzzed again as she crouched behind a dumpster near Building 12's loading dock. The message from Bo was encrypted, but the preview showed coordinates—different from the basement location. Her fingers hovered over the screen before typing: Wrong building?

Three dots appeared, disappeared, then Bo replied: Secondary site. Active surveillance detected at primary. Move to alternate.

The loading dock door creaked open. Shauna flattened against the brick wall as a janitor wheeled out a bin of shredded paper. The scent of industrial cleaner and stale coffee wafted out—too mundane for a dark web hub. But when the janitor turned left toward the recycling bins, Shauna slipped inside, Emily Carter's oversized cardigan catching briefly on the door handle.

The loading dock swallowed Shauna whole—fluorescent lights flickering like faulty strobes, the air thick with the tang of ammonia and something earthier underneath. The janitor’s cart squeaked around a distant corner. She counted to thirty, listening for footsteps that didn’t come.

A service elevator stood to her left, its panel blinking BASEMENT ACCESS RESTRICTED, but the lack of a keypad meant it wasn't physically restricted. Shauna tapped Bo’s coordinates into her phone. The alternate site was two blocks northeast—an unmarked brownstone near the divinity school. Too far to reach before her lecture. She hesitated, then punched the elevator’s call button. Emily Carter wouldn’t trespass. But Emily Carter also wouldn’t ignore a lead.

The elevator groaned its way downward. Shauna unbuttoned her blazer—easier to reach her gun—before remembering she had left it in her apartment, tucked under the sofa cushion. She palmed the tiny camera pen Bo had given her. The doors slid open onto a corridor lined with server racks, their LEDs winking in the gloom. No CS 395 placard. No students. Just the hum of cooling fans and the sharp scent of ozone.

Shauna stepped off the elevator into the server room’s artificial chill. The air tasted metallic, thick with the static of overworked processors. She counted the exits—one stairwell, one freight elevator, no windows. The perfect place for something—or someone—to disappear.

A clipboard lay abandoned on a server rack, its papers fluttering slightly from the ventilation. Shauna flipped through it absently—maintenance logs for climate control systems, all signed off by "J. Lombardi" in precise, angular handwriting. Same as Jennifer’s signature she'd seen earlier. The dates stretched back eighteen months. Long before Jennifer Lombardi was supposed to be dead.

Her burner buzzed again. Bo this time: Jenkins just pinged your location. The message burned in her palm. Jenkins shouldn’t have access to her op’s GPS. Unless he’d planted a tracker she hadn’t found yet.

The clipboard slipped from Shauna’s fingers, clattering against the server rack. Jenkins knew where she was. That meant the basement—the coordinates, the sticky note, all of it—could be bait. She placed the maintenance log back onto the desk, making sure the position was identical to where she found it, then froze at the sound of footsteps echoing down the stairwell. Too heavy for Jennifer. Too deliberate for campus security.

Shauna ducked between two server racks, the cold metal pressing against her shoulder blades. Emily Carter wouldn’t be here. Emily Carter would be reviewing Kierkegaard in some sunlit café. The footsteps paused at the elevator, then turned toward the racks. A man’s voice—low, amused—drifted through the humming silence: “You always were predictable, Reid.”
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