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      Whoever said the pen is mightier than the sword  never stared down the scope of a sniper rifle.

      Emily couldn’t get that thought out of her head. It was almost a curse, the way it kept cycling through her mind on repeat, working to make her feel better about the mountains of paperwork she had been asked to file. It wasn’t the first time she’d imagined herself cresting a summit only to discover she was stuck on the ground floor of yet somewhere else she shouldn’t be.

      It had been a little over three months since she left the US Army and took a job with the FBI. Couldn’t imagine her luck to land a spot in TOC — the Transnational Organized Crime division. RICO cases were notoriously difficult to prove and would be a worthy challenge to her.

      Her first day had confirmed her suspicions — RICO cases were among the most complicated, and therefore the most rewarding. And she’d landed herself a big one. The white whale of organized crime. Despite arriving early, she’d barely had time to grab a cup of coffee before she was called into her first debriefing about the Outfit.

      Now, just a scant quarter year since leaving the military for the Bureau, she was again immersed in a culture whose prime directive was to stop threats to her country and her people. And again, she was relegated to a support role. Non-essential. Non-relevant. Practically nonexistent.

      It had been a hundred days since Simone’s betrayal caused the festering emotional wound that was only now scarring over, and Emily feared more time behind the desk was going to rip it open again.

      The army trained Emily for danger, but here she was serving her country by doing paperwork. She kept filing — in triplicate — losing days of her life cooped up in her boss’s office, performing tasks that could be handled by just about anyone while her deadly skillset atrophied.

      She looked up, caught yet another too-interested glance from the man himself — her boss, Deputy Director Henry Brasse — then quickly looked back down at her computer rather than attempting any more of his uncomfortable small talk. The office was small, and his awkward conversation brought it to the edge of claustrophobic.

      The door burst open. Loud and sudden, unexpected enough to rattle just about anyone. Brasse jumped. Pretty sure he squeaked, just a little. But Emily barely flinched in her chair. She looked up to see Director Amanda Tepper striding into the office, flanked by a pair of men wearing funeral suits and indoor shades. Human echoes on either side of her, jaws as square as their flat-top haircuts.

      Emily resisted the urge to salute as she rose. “Director.”

      Brasse fumbled to his feet after her. Mumbled a greeting that was impossible to understand. Looked more like a little boy about to get yelled at than a man in charge of the Bureau’s largest RICO case.

      “I’m going to need a moment with Wyatt.” Tepper tipped her chin at Emily and awaited his response.

      “Of course.” But Brasse didn’t go anywhere.

      Tepper filled in the blanks for him. “I’ll be needing your office.”

      “Yes, of course.” His flustered face beaded with sweat. “Please, take your time.”

      He shuffled out of his office. After the door closed loudly behind him, Director Tepper’s expression finally softened. She met Emily’s gaze, the Men in Black still standing frozen behind her. “Please, sit.”

      Emily returned to her seat, heart pounding, wondering if she was in trouble … again. Amanda Tepper never visited anyone without a good reason.

      Her men stood by the door while she went to Brasse’s desk, grabbed his chair, then dragged it across the office to sit near Emily. “Do you have any idea why I’m here?”

      “No.”

      Tepper stared at her for too long, as if waiting for Emily to blink.

      It was her turn to feel like a misbehaving child, but she didn’t flinch.

      Finally, the director said, “We have a job for you.”

      Again, Emily had to resist the urge to salute. “Of course. Whatever I can do.”

      Anything was better than filing paperwork in triplicate.

      “You’ll be going undercover to flush out the participants and host of a contest.”

      “A contest?” Everything about this felt weird. The air was unsettling. Not any warmer or colder, but somehow more electric. The men stood behind the director like angry idols.

      “This is an unusual situation,” Tepper acknowledged. “Contract killers will be given points for various kills.”

      “Points? Why? Is this some sort of training exercise?” She fired off the trio of questions like three pulls of the trigger.

      “The winner will ultimately win a lucrative position in the Outfit.”

      “Oh.” Now it made sense.

      In the dozen weeks Emily had been with the FBI, she’d been working on this case. Which meant typing and filing countless reports. But Emily had read every note, every theory. Every word.

      More importantly, she remembered all of it.

      The Outfit appeared out of nowhere about a decade ago. A mob-like organization with seemingly unlimited funds and a compulsion to make all the rules. Or change them. They operated by way of chaos. The organization was still mostly a mystery, despite various government agencies having thrown money and manpower at the problem. And it was getting worse rather than better.

      They’d been riling up law enforcement for a decade, but the general public still didn’t know about them. The coverup was big but necessary. Even major media played ball the few times they’d been asked to. Fear was the Outfit’s best weapon, and they were working to turn ignorant comfort into persistent terror in this country. From order to chaos, clarity to confusion, feast to famine. They wanted to see homes turn into hellscapes and companions into combatants.

      The Outfit’s best trick so far was in the trafficking of rumor and speculation. Little was known, less was shared. Emily hadn’t had any idea the organization even existed until her reassignment.

      “How does it work?” she asked. “What do you want me to do?”

      Tepper was stone-faced. Bangs as straight as her chin. “Whoever gets the most points first gets a meeting with the Foreman.”

      The Foreman — capo for the Outfit.

      How had none of this crossed Emily’s desk yet? And how much more did she not know?

      “Points are kills, I assume.”

      The director nodded. “That’s correct, but it’s only the first level of the contest. The Foreman will reveal the final target to the winner. Once said target is eliminated, the killer will be awarded payment plus a position in the Outfit.”

      “I get the Outfit wants to eradicate rivals. What about the Bureau? Are we protecting these people, or do we also want them gone?” If it was the latter, it made sense that Tepper was asking her. With Emily’s sniper training, she was the ideal candidate for the job. Or was she supposed to protect the targets?

      One of her father’s favorite sayings popped into her mind.

      The enemy of my enemy is my friend. Unless he’s my enemy, too.

      Tepper frowned. “We don’t know much about the contest, only that there is one. Right now, the targets are blind. Obviously, we’d want to protect those we can, either because they’re law enforcement or because they’re criminals who can turn state’s evidence and help us build our case. In the end, I need you to get to the guy behind it all. Do whatever’s necessary to get a face-to-face with the Foreman.”

      Whatever was necessary? Even if the target was law enforcement? That changed things.

      “Wyatt, this is our best chance in a decade. If we can get the identities of both the Foreman and his ultimate target, we’ll finally have everything we need to shut down the Outfit and also stop someone else from filling in the power vacuum left behind.”

      “You have the wrong person for this. I⁠—”

      “Save it, agent. You’re exactly what we need in this situation.”

      “What about⁠—”

      “Your records will be made public,” Tepper said. “With a few crucial edits.”

      “Crucial edits?”

      “We created a new narrative for you. One that’ll help you fit in undercover.”

      “I’m sorry?” Would have stung less if she’d been slapped across the face. This couldn’t mean what she thought it did.

      But of course, it did.

      “Agent Wyatt, the Outfit will look into every contestant, and there is zero chance you could survive their scrutiny as-is. Or was. We needed to ruin your past to protect the present and secure our collective future. Do you understand?”

      “I’m not sure I do,” Emily admitted. But of course, she did. She just didn’t want it to be true.

      “We changed your bio. Gave you a bad conduct discharge.”

      A BCD? No. This couldn’t be happening. She’d fought that action. And won, damn it. Her record was clean. Her discharge was honorable.

      “We also created a social media profile that shows a former soldier who is highly disgruntled with the government. Made you a page on LiveLyfe dedicated to detailing personal and global injustices, plus a Fundid campaign to hint at some serious money issues. The Outfit can run all the psych profiles they want. What we’ve built will pass any and all of them.”

      “There must be somebody else.”

      “Multiple criteria make you an ideal candidate. You were cultivated for this long before now.”

      “Cultivated?”

      “And you’ve come highly recommended.”

      “Bad conduct discharge …” The words tasted bitter on her tongue.

      Emily had completed Sniper School with the US Army before her honorable discharge had risen in the ranks to a classification of Military Occupational Specialty 11B, Infantry. Serving her country was exactly where she had always wanted to be. Emily had idolized her father — an Army Ranger and unparalleled sniper. Then he died protecting his country. She was only ten at the time and had never stopped grieving. There wasn’t even a body to mourn or say goodbye to. Her father was just gone.

      It was at that empty-casket funeral when Emily vowed to be all she could be to honor him.

      Despite the conflict it caused with her mom — getting over the loss of her husband was agonizing enough, she couldn’t stand the thought of losing her daughter, too — Emily spent her life in worship of that promise.

      She was an overachiever, but sometimes gender worked against her. She wasn’t accepted into Sniper School until her third request then flunked out due to sabotage. Took a lot of time and effort to prove it had happened, more time and effort to fight the bad conduct discharge. When her name was finally cleared and she’d been reinstated, she’d had to wait several more weeks for the next training session to begin.

      Even though Emily ultimately graduated at the top of her class, she was still frozen out. Because of the cloud surrounding the sabotage? Because she was a woman? A combination of both? It was hard to say. But she hadn’t been chosen to liaise with any of the Ranger groups, nor had she been given any individual missions. Found herself riding a desk, instead, marking time until her honorable discharge. All that, just to wind up riding another desk with the FBI’s TOC Division and waiting for Brasse to trust her with something more substantial than filling out forms.

      With no other choice, she reported for duty every day, left her complaints unvoiced, and told herself her sniper skills would be put to better use someday. All the while knowing it was highly unlikely.

      Now Emily was getting that chance, by way of making the bad conduct discharge look like the end of her military story. Sabotage all over again.

      “I’m sorry.” Despite the severity of Tepper’s expression, she seemed sincere. “It isn’t fair, but it’s the only way. According to your new records, several altercations with a superior earned your eventual discharge.”

      Of course, she’d had altercations. She’d been sabotaged by her superior. But Emily had been vindicated and the BCD had been reversed. This was so unfair!

      “That dismissal led to some understandable anti-government sentiment on your part that grew increasingly corrosive over time. We’re working with LiveLyfe to backdate the page. All the way back to your original hearing.”

      That was nearly two years ago!

      “Filling it with a lot of political ranting and a growing desperation. We have a writer working to mimic your voice and an AI sweep that’s reading at a ninety-four percent match. You made your last post two weeks ago. You’re totally broke and very angry.”

      “Two weeks ago?” Emily kept the anger out of her voice, but that only boiled her insides. “You mean this is already live?”

      Tepper’s companions bristled at Emily’s rising ire — barely a twitch, but she saw it.

      “Nothing’s live yet,” Tepper said. “But it will be. You don’t have to worry about this being everywhere. Your regular profiles still exist. These are in addition to rather than instead of. We can’t change history or what people already know about you. Too obvious, too many red flags. But it works to our favor to create a side profile for you. It will look like you were trying to keep this part of your life hidden. The real you will look like a cover to the Outfit.”

      “Will my mom be able to see it?” Emily knew the answer, but she blurted the question anyway.

      “It’s public, so your mother could theoretically see it, yes. But she would have to be looking.”

      “Can I tell her the truth? If she asks?”

      “No, you may not.”

      She wasn’t comfortable with the character smear and hated that her mother might read them, as she would then believe the lies. But that was a temporary situation. Emily would be honored to serve her country and help to topple the Outfit. Maybe even be a hero like her father.

      Emily looked into Tepper’s eyes. There was still something the director wasn’t telling her.

      “Why me? There’s something else, besides my scores or⁠—”

      “I told you we’ve been planning this for a long time.”

      Ah. The key word Emily had overlooked before. “We?”

      Tepper gave an uncharacteristic pause before replying. “You were recommended by Simone Bisset. The two of you will be working together.”

      Her heart fell to her feet. “No.” Emily shook her head. “No. I’m sorry, but no. I can’t work with her. No.”

      She would work with anyone else. Anyone at all. But Simone Bisset? The bitch had sabotaged her in Sniper School and permanently soiled her chance for a spotless record. Sure, the BCD had been reversed, but the stigma remained. Emily had never been happier than when she left the military for the Bureau and knew she’d never have to see the woman again.

      But now they were in the same company, apparently working the same case. And now Simone was doing it again. The social media smear campaign and BCD were probably both her ideas.

      “Simone says you’re perfect for the job, and from everything I’ve seen, I agree.”

      “I don’t trust her!”

      Emily was a bit too loud. Again, the men flinched forward.

      Tepper stood without responding, dragged her chair back over to Brasse’s desk, then started to approach the door. Both men turned in formation.

      Emily jumped to her feet. “Wait!”

      Tepper turned back, expectant but silent.

      The men also turned, silent but tensed.

      If working with her former nemesis was the best way for Emily to serve her country, then of course she would do it. “How long do I have to decide?”

      “There is no mission without trust.” Tepper stared at her. “Can you trust Simone Bisset?”

      It didn’t matter who Simone was working for, Emily could never trust her. Not after what she did.

      “I can trust her,” she lied.

      Tepper nodded, still looking at Emily, the men once more like statues beside her. “Then the answer is now.”

      “I’m sorry?”

      “That’s how long you have to decide.”

      “Can I meet with Simone first?”

      “You can meet the moment you agree to the mission,” Tepper told her.

      Emily drew a deep breath. Held it for a pregnant second. Exhaled through pursed lips, a slow and silent vent that did nothing to clear the air. “It would be my honor to accept this mission and serve my country.”

      She could only hope she wasn’t making the biggest mistake of her life.
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      Emily had not only requested an audience with Simone, she’d asked if they could meet in private, never expecting Tepper to agree. Especially considering their earlier exchange about trust.

      But the Director had nodded. “You have one hour.”

      “I won’t need that long. I just need to get a few things straight.”

      “The hour is at the request of Bisset. Now, come with me.”

      They walked in silence for about five minutes, then Tepper paused outside a small shack. “See you on the other side.”

      Emily had about a million questions she wanted to ask, but she wasn’t given a chance. Tepper stepped to the side while one of her two chaperones opened the door, waited for Emily to enter the shack, then closed the door behind her.

      There was one other person in the room — Simone Bisset.

      “It’s good to see you, Emily,” Simone said. “We don’t have much time, so let’s go ahead and get started.”

      But Emily ignored her.

      Then they stared at one another for a while — a long while — in frosty silence, each waiting to see who would flinch from the standoff first.

      Simone grunted. At her, about her … Emily wasn’t sure. Nor did she care.

      No one spoke. The secondhand ticking was the only sound in the room.

      The snake opened a folder on the table in front of her, scribbled something on a paper inside it, closed the file, then stared at Emily again.

      Probably an attempt at intimidation.

      Didn’t work.

      They’d been given an hour. One quarter was gone and still no words.

      The clock continued to tick.

      Emily was tempted to break the silence. She had called the meeting, after all. It irked her that Simone requested an hour, so Emily wanted to eat into it as much as she could. Her point had been proven already. Now she was just being stubborn. But even though she knew it, Emily couldn’t stop herself.

      For another five minutes, she stared.

      Simone finally sighed, and Emily readied herself to answer whatever question left her former mentor’s mouth. But then Simone returned to her regularly scheduled breathing and left Emily wondering what was next.

      Another five minutes passed.

      The next deep sigh belonged to Emily. Still, neither woman spoke.

      Less than a minute later, Simone finally broke the silence. “I’m only trying to help you.”

      Emily sneered, both delighted with her minor victory and disgusted with Simone’s pathetic — and obviously untrue — ice breaker. “I remember the last time you tried to help me.”

      “That wasn’t what you⁠—”

      “Let me guess … I’m supposed to feel bad for you, right? This is where you unload your pitiable sob story? Save the spiel, I’ve already heard it.”

      “Emily—”

      “You grew up dirt poor, and your grades weren’t good enough for scholarships.”

      “This isn’t⁠—”

      “Not because you weren’t smart but because you worked two jobs after school, and that kept you away from your homework. The military was the only way you could get into college, right?” Emily leaned forward, narrowing her eyes at Simone. “‘We’re different, but the same.’ That’s what you said to me. If not the day we met, then goddamn close.”

      Simone stared back at Emily, no longer interrupting.

      “My father had to die before I was interested in joining, but thanks to your deadbeat mom and absentee daddy, you were willing to enlist the minute you legally could. You’re competitive and guarded. You never let people get to know the real you since you see yourself as inherently unlovable. At least, you did until you joined up and finally found yourself. Now you’re ‘Army Strong,’ right? It’s your mission in life to help girls like me, even though you’re not much older. Let me know if I got anything wrong.”

      “You were always spot on with the details.”

      “These were especially easy. I wrote what you said in my journal. Sometimes I read those old entries when I want to remind myself how shitty humans can be.”

      “We’re running out of time.”

      “We have this room for an hour. At your request, remember?”

      “I had to allow for your wasting fifteen minutes.”

      “Don’t act like you knew that would happen,” Emily said. Almost spat.

      Simone turned the folder, so it faced Emily, nudged it forward, then gestured for her to open it.

      Emily hesitated, but then she reached out, flipped over the cover, and saw what Simone had written.

      18 minutes.

      She closed the folder then shoved it back across the table. “I’m glad you know me so well.” A beat later, she said, “How the hell am I supposed to trust you?”

      “Take a leap of faith. You can kill me if I cross you.”

      “Can I kill you if you don’t?” Emily asked.

      “What happened between us will never happen again. You have my word.”

      “Your word is irrelevant.”

      “I had my reasons, even if you think they were wrong.”

      “Even if I think they were wrong?”

      “I’m not a malicious person, Emily. But, as you so eloquently put it, my life was once a pitiable sob story. I could have wallowed in my misfortune. Raged at the world and done nothing to better my station. Instead of becoming a burden to society and a bitter old lady, I chose to help myself. The Army was my out. Then, somewhere along the way, it became less about my survival and more about the mission. I was serving our country. Making the world a better, safer place. And my life was better for it, too. So, I decided not to let anyone hold me back or derail my ambitions. In the military, that meant I obeyed every command without hesitation in my pursuit of advancement, and I eventually landed the job I wanted because of it. Never once did I question the sabotage I was ordered to carry out.”

      “Ordered to carry out? You did that to me two years ago. You left the Army six months after that. I don’t know when you started working for the Bureau, or even how you passed the security clearance with a BCD on your record, but you couldn’t have been here when you tried to ruin me.”

      “I’ve been with the Bureau for three years, Emily. My big chicken dinner is as fake as yours. And finding you was my first assignment. What I did to you? All part of the job.”

      Emily’s head spun. All this time, all this pain … and none of it was real?

      Then she shook her head, crossed her arms. Glared at the chameleon seated across from her. “Nice try. Could have won an Oscar for that performance. I don’t know how you ended up here, but I do know you’re twisting everything, so you look like the good guy in all this. You can’t fool me. Never again. It was me you tried to ruin. Me. I thought we were friends. Or at least building a rapport.”

      “We were. You were the only person I could even remotely relate to. That’s one of the reasons I chose you.”

      “If that’s what you think a friend is, I hate to see how you treat your enemies.”

      “You take this job, and you see it first-hand.” Her voice was cold. Her eyes, colder.

      Again, Emily paused and considered what Simone was saying. Then again, she steeled herself and refused to buy into the lie. “I’m not going to let you change the subject. And I’m certainly not going to let you play the victim. You did this to me.”

      “That’s true. I did. I’ve admitted so.”

      “And now you’re trying to screw me again!”

      Simone shook her head. “We don’t have all day for you to figure this out. I’m not the bad guy. Everything I did, no matter how painful you found it, was to establish your cover.”

      “Bullshit. You have people working on my cover now. What you did was competitive and selfish and evil.”

      “Emily, I can’t change the past. But you’re not stupid. You know an electronic cover only goes so far. We needed witnesses to your cheating and your BCD. We needed you to believe it was happening so everyone around you would believe it, too.”

      “But everyone knows I got it reversed. You were the one dining on the big chicken dinner. Wish you had choked on it.”

      Simone sighed. “That was my fault. We were trying to keep the circle small, but we should have read in Command. But we didn’t know if the Outfit had any moles in your unit, and this op is big. We couldn’t take the chance of blowing our cover. I read you wrong. I didn’t think you’d fight the charge. Definitely didn’t think you’d win when it was a he-said/she-said against your superior officer.”

      “You aren’t my superior anything.”

      “You need to grow up, Emily. This is bigger than you and me.”

      “You said you wanted to mentor me.”

      “I did,” Simone insisted.

      “So that I would trust you.”

      “Yes, but also because I had a fucking job to do.” Simone dropped all pretense of civility. Her tone dripped with venom, and she reared back in her seat, a viper poised to strike.

      At least she was finally showing her true colors.

      “You say I have the sob story? What about your pity party, Emily? You’ve done nothing but rant and rave over what I did to you, even though I was following orders. Yeah, you fought for your name, which actually made my job harder, but what have you done for yourself since then? You never fought for a spot on a Ranger team. And wasn’t that your goal?”

      Emily’s gut burned. Her face flamed. Her rage ignited. “How dare you? You have no idea how difficult it is to land a spot on one of the teams. Especially for a woman! I did fight, until I realized you’d tarnished my reputation too much for anyone to take a chance on me.”

      “Yeah. It was my fault.”

      “It was! But I kept fighting. I chose to work for the FBI. I applied and got the job I wanted. I did that. My work. My sweat. My sacrifice. That’s how I got where I am. And I didn’t need to spin a web of lies to do it.”

      “You think your merit is how you landed a position in a coveted department on the most important RICO case we have? Didn’t you find the application process a bit on the easy side? The scrutiny a tad lax? The interviews smooth and comfortable not very intense?”

      The prospect stole her breath. Her heart rate spiked, the pounding painful in her chest. “No. I won’t let you do this again. You can’t take that from me, too. I earned my spot in the Bureau.”

      “Wrong again, Emily. I fucking gift-wrapped it for you. You might not like my methods, but regardless of what happened, you can never say I haven’t been there for you. I helped you plenty. You just didn’t know it.”

      If it was true — and Emily had a sick feeling it might be, at least to some extent — then she might not be qualified for the work she was doing. Rather than admit her concerns, she doubled down on her accusations. “Assuming what you say is true, and I think we both know it’s not, you only helped me because it was in your best interests. You say you were only following orders? Whose? Tepper’s? She’d never have done this.”

      “We — the Bureau — have been working on moving you into position for a while now. The circle was kept small, but it wasn’t one person calling the shots. Even this whole department doesn’t know your true history. That information is given out only on a need-to-know basis. Most of this group doesn’t need to know. And, until now, you didn’t, either.”

      That explained so much. Months of working here, and most of the department kept her at arm’s length. Not because she was bad at her job or an inherently unlikable person. Not because Brasse kept her confined to his office and only on administrative tasks. No, it was because she’d been labeled a liability before she’d started. She wanted to snarl but managed to keep it inside. “I’m glad you finally decided to read me in.”

      “You know how this works, Emily. You can’t take it personally.”

      “I think I can. You used me, destroyed me, then left me all alone.”

      “I knew it would only be temporary,” Simone said.

      “Bullshit. You didn’t care at all.”

      “I did care. It ruined me to see how devastated you were at getting booted out of the program. After the training I’d been through, I didn’t even think it was possible for me to feel guilt anymore. But it hit me like hellfire afterward. I’ve apologized, but I’ll do it again since you still don’t believe me. I really am sorry.”

      Emily flared her nostrils. “I’ll never believe you.”

      “Then tell me what to do. How am I supposed to fix this?” Simone sat straighter in her chair. “We may never be friends. I can understand and accept that. But it’s in our best interest to have a strong working relationship. One where we can be cordial and have to trust and respect each other. How do you propose we get to that point? Because it is necessary, Emily. And not just for your peace of mind, but for the good of the world.”

      Emily had never seen her more sober. And for the first time since the silent standoff at the beginning of the meeting, she didn’t know what to say.

      Simone sighed. “I get it. You hate me and don’t how or if you can ever trust me again. Assuming time does heal all our wounds, we don’t have enough of it. So, we need to build a bridge, even if it’s a temporary one. Because right now, we’re a team, whether you like it or not. And if we can’t trust each other, we’ll both end up dead.”

      Too many thoughts tumbled through her head. Too many emotions spiraled out of control. “I was wrong. I never should have accepted this assignment. I want out.”

      “And what will you tell Tepper? You already agreed to the mission.”

      “Why don’t I tell her you have no honor? She seems like someone who will give a shit about that.”

      “I have plenty of honor, Emily.”

      “That’s what you said the last time, before you manipulated and betrayed me.”

      “That’s because your definition of honor is bullshit. What matters is doing the right thing. We’re in an ugly business, and sometimes our job forces us to do ugly things. You became a sniper, for God’s sake. You are trained to kill people for a living. But you take exception when someone else might need to lie or cheat or steal in order to finish the mission?”

      “A kill order is for the good of the country. But the immorality you traffic in? You’re hurting your own people.” Emily shook her head. “I think there’s a big difference between manipulating an enemy to stop them from doing something evil and doing the same thing to a sister-in-arms and supposed friend.”

      “I understand that’s the story you need to tell yourself. To stroke your ego, stave off the guilt, or get a good night’s sleep, but⁠—”

      “Why am I really here?”

      “You know why you’re here. I recommended you because I believe in you, and that meant I needed to get you kicked out of the military, thereby blackballing you from respectable circles.”

      “You mean rip my dream away from me.”

      “To give you a better one,” Simone said.

      “You have no idea what I want.”

      “I know exactly what you want.” Then she stared, daring Emily to challenge her.

      “What I want is to trust the people I’m working with, and that isn’t you. The last time I handed you my faith, it was repaid with betrayal.”

      “That will never happen again,” Simone said, her eyes wide and glassy.

      “Convincing. Just like the last time.”

      And then they were back to staring. Until Simone finally stood with a sigh. “I can’t believe I’m saying it again, but I am. I’m sorry. But this time, it’s for a different reason. I was wrong to do what I did, but only because I was wrong about you.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “I’ve made a mistake. The Army, Sniper School, the BCD? Those things should have rinsed the melodrama right out of you, but you’re clearly still too emotional, and therefore ill-equipped, to handle this mission.”

      “You lied to me.”

      “I did my job,” Simone spat. “Do you want to do yours?”

      She swallowed. “Are we supposed to be working together? Or am I just taking orders from you?”

      “Because your cover is a bad conduct discharge, there can’t be any record of you talking to government personnel. You’ll be cut off from all official channels. I also have a cover, and I’ll be your only contact.”

      “If you have a tarnished record, too, how are you able to talk to Brasse or Tepper or anyone else?”

      “Last chance, Emily. Are you in or are you out? I won’t ask again.”

      She stood toe to toe with Simone and looked her directly in her eyes. “I’m going to do this because I’m a better sniper, a better American, and a better person than you.”

      “Your reasons are your reasons.” She held Emily’s gaze.

      “I’ll kill you if you double cross me again.”

      “I know.” Simone nodded, extending her hand for Emily.

      They shook, neither breaking eye contact.
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