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      A black swan is an unpredictable event beyond what is typically expected of a situation and has potentially severe consequences.

      

      Black swan events are characterized by their extreme rarity, severe impact, and the widespread insistence they were obvious in hindsight.

      

      Unmask the Shadows. Face the Truth. Survive the Impossible.

      

      The Black Swan Division thriller series is a pulse-pounding blend of high-stakes espionage, gritty action, and unforgettable characters.

      When the world’s most volatile threats demand a response beyond the reach of conventional forces, the Black Swan Division answers the call.

      Led by fearless undercover operative Meg Carson and her enigmatic second-in-command Declan Reid, this elite CIA team specializes in missions no one else can handle—missions where failure isn’t an option. 

      From international conspiracies to rogue assassins, the team navigates deadly terrains, all while wrestling with fractured loyalties, personal demons, and secrets that could destroy them from within.

      The Black Swan Division series delivers heart-stopping twists, nonstop action, and a dash of slow-burn romance. Each book draws you deeper into a web of deception, daring escapes, and the kind of heroism that tests the limits of trust and courage.

      Join the mission. The Black Swan Division is waiting.
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      Bucharest, Romania

      

      The wrong guy was in her bed.

      Again.

      Tommy Mendoza slept peacefully on his stomach, his brown curls in a messy array around his head, one arm thrown out toward her pillow, the other hanging off the edge of the mattress.

      Tessa leaned against the door jamb, sipping her morning coffee, and enjoyed the view. Moments like this, where she could watch him without him realizing it, were rare. Since he’d unexpectedly shown up at her door, he'd created more than a few problems for her. Several criminal organizations were after him. Assassins were hunting him. Along with that, the CIA’s Black Swan Division, a highly classified group of trained “fixers,” wanted him brought in for questioning.

      Why do I keep doing this to myself?

      The devil on her shoulder, who sounded like her high school best friend, Sarah, replied, “Because you like tempting fate.”

      Fair enough. She tempted fate daily, but she’d left the CIA and wasn’t keen on returning. The only reason she’d helped the swans on their last mission to recover a USB from the Romanian embassy was out of honor for her dead friend—and Tommy's sister—Jessie.

      Being in the precarious position of having a crush on the younger man while feeling like a traitor to Meg, Declan, and Spence by not telling them that Tommy was in her apartment, she had to reconsider where her loyalties lay.

      Taking one more long look at Tommy’s muscled back and tousled hair that she itched to run her fingers through, she pushed off the jam and silently closed the door.

      She refilled her cup in the kitchen and sat at the center island, where her Sig Sauer waited for her. Earbuds in, she dialed Meg Carson’s number and began dismantling the gun to clean it.

      The other end rang three times before the leader of the black swans answered. “You do realize it's midnight here, right?” Meg asked with a yawn.

      “In bed already?”

      She heard the sounds of Meg rising from the mattress and moving into another room, leaving Declan Reid, her lover and second in command, behind. “I ran seven miles today and then did an hour of shooting practice. On top of that, I got to spend three hours this afternoon in meetings with Flynn, Stone, and a bunch of analysts. The best part? Flynn made me keep my mouth shut.”

      Tessa chuckled. Of all those tasks, the last one had to have been the hardest for the team leader. Meg was never one to hold back her thoughts. She was opinionated, highly intelligent, and could probably outthink most of the attendees at the meeting. “And you wonder why I don't want to return to the fold.”

      “Any leads on Tommy?”

      Straight to it, then. The first part of the swans’ assignment had been recovering the USB. The second was to find Jessie's brother, who had uncovered an impending EMP attack at multiple military facilities worldwide.

      Tessa glanced toward the bedroom as she used her cloth to wipe down the face of the chamber. “He's keeping a low profile. Tell me again what happened when Mosai Hagar captured you and Jessie.”

      “Why?”

      Because something didn't make sense to her about all of it. “Humor me. You were in Vienna, rounding up ex-pats on Scepter’s hit list.”

      The sounds of Meg getting a glass of water filtered through the phone. “There were a few who refused to leave, like Captain Ulee. He was too high profile for the US to risk him being taken alive and tortured by Scepter for information, so we were instructed to encourage his evacuation, along with a few others. Declan and Spence handled him, and Jessie and I stayed behind to keep eyes on Urich Scepter and his group.”

      That was when Hagar and his death squad had snatched her and Jessie. “How did Hagar know who you were and your whereabouts? Why did he want you and Jessie?”

      “The only people who were supposed to know about our mission were Flynn, Stone, Del, and a few state department plants in Vienna. All CIA. All were questioned and above suspicion. As stated in Flynn’s report to the Director and Deputy Director, we believe someone picked up one of our secure communications, figured out what was going on, and forwarded that information to Hagar. He’d had a vendetta against the US since the Iraq invasion. Eliminating CIA operatives was his favorite sport.”

      And still… “You and Jessie were no ordinary operatives. The swans are ghosts. Only a handful of people in the entire world know about you.”

      “Supposedly,” Meg said with derision. “Hagar probably informed every one of his buddies and potentially the Russian investors who are backing the EMP attacks about our true identities.”

      Tessa checked the clip and laid it on the towel, eyeing the separate pieces that would once more form a weapon when she put them back together. Every part had a purpose, and without even one of them, the gun would not fire properly, if at all.

      Her nickname within CIA circles was The Architect. She had never taken to undercover work like she had to inserting deception into buildings. Hidden rooms, secret tunnels, invisible back doors—these were her craft.

      Every building needed a strong and balanced foundation to support its framework. Every piece of wood, section of concrete, and piece of pipe played a role in creating a whole, solid structure.

      This was how she looked at everything, from the weapon lying in front of her and the buildings she helped the CIA design with hidden entries and exits to missions and operations. The design needed to be flawless in order to avoid weaknesses, and each component had to work well with the others.

      Meg, Dec, and Spence were like her Sig—they formed a cohesive and deadly weapon. Jessie had been part of that, and with her gone, they were looking at Tessa to replace her.

      Hiding Tommy from them was a dangerous game, but she owed him more than she cared to. Jessie had been one of her closest friends. Tessa had taken her under her wing when Jessie and Meg showed up at The Farm seven years ago, seeing the potential each brought to the table.

      Tessa and Meg had both been close to Jessie, but Meg’s guilt over Jessie’s death was as much about responsibility as it was about friendship. Tessa didn't carry that guilt, but she wanted revenge for Jessie's death equally as much.

      Which was why she was tempting fate by helping Tommy while lying to Meg. “Why did Hagar pick Jessie to execute first? He knew you were the team leader—why wouldn't he put you on camera for his public execution?”

      Meg sighed, and Tessa imagined her leaning against her kitchen counter. “I've asked myself that a thousand times. I don't know. He kept us in these tiny cages, like dog kennels. He tortured us and sent a video of the torture sessions to the CIA. He treated me as horrifically as he did her. Maybe something she said to him that day pushed him over the edge. She was constantly taunting him, angering him.”

      The bastard had made swift work of the execution, using his machete on Jessie with the cameras rolling live to several social media sites before it could be shut down.

      Although the CIA had managed to remove any recorded section within minutes of the live broadcast, plenty of copies were still out there. Tessa had watched one multiple times, barely able to distinguish that it was even Jessie that Hagar killed with one mighty swing. She and Meg had only been with him and his death squad a week, but the damage he’d done to them physically had left them nearly unrecognizable.

      She hated to imagine what Meg still wrestled with mentally and emotionally, even now that the bastard was dead.

      “He was too calculating for that,” Tessa mused, more to herself than to Meg. “And you were already under his control. More torture would have been a normal response to her provocations.”

      “Killing operatives was personal. Revenge for the US taking out his family during one of the raids in Iraq. I don’t think strategy won against his rage that day.”

      He’d been the lone survivor. “Why would Jessie taunt him?”

      “Because she wouldn’t be cowed. Ever.”

      True. “Did she not hope for rescue?”

      Meg’s pause was long and weighted. “No.”

      “But you did?”

      “I worked on an escape plan. I failed.”

      Tessa understood the burden of that. She’d failed plenty in her lifetime, too. Never with a teammate’s life, though.

      Her fingers moved with ease as she finished putting the Sig to rights. “You’re sure Jessie had no prior connection to Hagar?”

      Another pause, this one more inquisitive. “What are you suggesting?”

      Tessa sipped coffee. What she was about to say might cause Meg to hate her. “I’m suggesting that Jessie knew Hagar before the kidnapping. She potentially leaked your whereabouts to him for reasons we may never know, but she had information on him that he didn’t want to get out. Something or someone alerted him that Declan and Spence were about to swoop in and rescue the two of you, so he killed her first because he needed to silence her.”

      And then he’d escaped.

      Tessa heard the bedroom door open.

      “You can’t be serious,” Meg hissed in her ears.

      She was.

      Glancing toward the bedroom, she found Tommy staring at her with his dark, damaged eyes.

      All of it led back to him.

      The man wanted by so many and who’d been sleeping in her bed.
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      Tired, sore, and battling a fissure of suspicion spreading in his gut, Tommy propped himself against the door frame, eyes locked on Tessa. She’d been cleaning her gun, the parts now reassembled. Seeing his gaze burning a hole in her, she picked up her cup of coffee, all casual-like, and sipped.

      The hand holding the cup trembled slightly, though. That’s what made the fissure of suspicion deepen. Her expression stayed smooth, giving nothing away, and her eyes slid over him with a warm appraisal. The corner of her mouth quirked as she met his gaze. She could disarm people like that—distracting them with nothing more than a careful assessment or interested yet neutral expression. Appearing so in control that most never noticed the cracks underneath.

      Tommy had learned how to see the cracks. He’d honed his ability to sense danger. It was the only way he’d been able to survive so far.

      “Who are you talking to?” His voice came out rough and groggy from sleep. He wondered if she noticed the suspicion layered under it.

      She disconnected the call. “No one important,” she replied, slipping out one earbud. She didn’t explain further, which meant the answer was important, probably someone she didn’t want him to know about.

      Not tough to guess. Meg Carson.

      He was running for his life, every step shadowed by the CIA and dangerous terrorists. All of them playing games.

      But it was one of the reasons he’d come to her. She was used to dabbling in these kinds of games. Not dabbling, per se, but never genuinely invested in undercover work. He wondered if she ever invested all of her interest in anything. Yet, here he was, relying on her.

      The one person he shouldn’t trust.

      What has she told Meg? That he was here? That she’d stitched his wound and was letting him sleep in her bed?

      Nothing had happened between them, and a part of him was sorry about that. Under different circumstances, he would do just about anything to strip her naked and get her under him, but right now, he had too many killers breathing down his neck. There was no way he had time or energy for a relationship.

      Besides, she would become one more weakness. One more person he needed to protect.

      “You talk in your sleep,” he said, pushing off the doorframe and sauntering into the kitchen. He ran a hand through his hair as he found a mug to fill with coffee.

      “No, I don’t.”

      He turned, inhaling the dark brew, and braced a hand on the counter as he leaned against it. “You didn’t know? I suppose it’s a bad attribute when you’re a spy—spilling secrets to lovers without even knowing it.”

      She cocked her head, feline-like. Unconcerned but curious. “What secret did I reveal?”

      “Nothing actionable.” He dropped into the chair at the island next to her. The aftertaste of coffee sat on his tongue, as bitter as the thought she might have betrayed him. “You were muttering about Hager and Jessie.” He gestured with his chin toward her phone. “I’m guessing this early morning call wasn’t about a recipe swap.”

      Her gaze flipped to her Sig Sauer, then back to him. He could almost see the calculations going on behind those beautiful eyes. Should she deny calling Meg? Deflect his question? Come clean?

      He’d been around plenty of spies, including his sister, but Tessa was the one that consistently fascinated him. She seemed to walk between worlds, never committing fully to any.

      Setting aside her cup, she picked up the cloth and wiped nonexistent grime from the gun barrel. “Do you think Jessie knew something about the EMP attacks?”

      Deflection it was. He’d overheard what she’d said to Meg. He also understood where that suspicion about his sister came from. He’d been wrestling with it himself.

      Saying it out loud and discussing it, even with Tessa, somehow made it real. His gut tightened, but he pushed past the hard, unforgiving lump. There would be no relief until he confronted it directly.

      He wasn’t one to shy away from unpleasant and disturbing revelations. “It’s the only thing that makes sense: that she was investigating the possibility, searching for proof, and following leads.”

      Or worse, something far more sinister.

      That was one revelation he wasn’t ready to divulge yet, though. He’d never known Jessie to be anything other than upstanding and loyal to the Black Swans and The Agency. To even suspect her of wrongdoing went against every fiber of his being. She would never do such a thing.

      He hoped. Prayed. Insisted to that nagging voice inside his head. Never.

      Staring at her gun but seeming lost in her thoughts, Tessa nodded once. “Why didn’t you tell us?”

      What she really meant was, Why didn’t you tell me?

      He hesitated, then pushed past the heaviness of betrayal again. “It’s not every day you discover your sister might have had knowledge of such a devasting event being planned and realize she didn’t trust you enough to share it.”

      Her gaze shot to his, locking on him like a laser. “Jessie trusted you. Out of all of us, you were her best friend. Her confidant.”

      The question she had been wrestling with echoed her earlier one. “So why didn’t she tell me?”

      Tessa reached for his hand, resting beside his cup, and squeezed it. “She was brutally logical. Maybe she didn’t have enough evidence to proceed, so there was no reason to burden you with it.”

      He felt her surety, her confidence in Jessie through the squeeze. She wanted it to be true, just like he did. Maybe between the two of them, they could will it into being. “She did have proof.”

      “How can you be sure?”

      He swung around on the barstool to face her, his knees bumping her leg. They were so close, their current living situation so intimate, yet he couldn’t take advantage of it. He wanted to kiss her, to taste the coffee on her tongue, to drag her back to the bedroom and do what he had wanted to do these past few nights—peel the straps of her nightgown off her shoulders, kiss her collarbone, cup her breasts. He wanted to kiss her until her lips were swollen. Do things to her that made her cry out his name.

      But he couldn’t. Not only had she been Jessie’s friend, but she had no interest in him. Not like that. The warm appraisals of his body were to keep him off guard. To determine if she could trust him. She might have appreciated his male physique, but he knew underneath that it was just another game to her.

      Where did her true loyalties lie? With her friend’s brother or with the swans and the CIA? Should he be suspicious of that phone call? Was someone going to show up here any minute to arrest him and take him back to the States?

      “The USB,” he told her. “She did come to me, just not directly. I found it in my desk a few days after her funeral. She must’ve hidden it there before Vienna.”

      “And you figured out what was on it. The information about Hagar.”

      “I was digging into an investment firm in Russia and following a money trail I believed backed up my suspicions about his involvement in the impending EMP attacks. Attacks that Jessie knew about. She knew about the superconductors for the military’s computers being tampered with.”

      EMP bombs—e-bombs—had been around for years, the US being one of the countries at the forefront of designing non-nuclear tools to destroy information systems. They’d created devices small enough to fit in a briefcase, making them feasible and practical.

      The Defense Department’s reliance on satellites and commercial computer equipment to command military forces and operations worldwide was threatened. Much had been done to take precautions to offset such attacks.

      Still, if what Tommy, via Jessie’s intel, had uncovered, the superconductors used in military computers having been tampered with would leave the bases fucked. America’s infrastructure, as well. It would bring on a type of apocalypse that could cause the collapse of many countries’ systems worldwide.

      “Like you said, Jessie was logical,” Tommy continued. “She had proof, but she wanted all the players exposed so that when she handed this information to Flynn and the others, they had everything they needed to round up the entire ring. She knew that leaving even one of them free could still jeopardize our military and our country. He swung back to face the counter, toying with his coffee cup. “She traveled off the grid for two weeks, meeting with someone before Vienna. I’ve been chasing her steps ever since.”

      “Where did she go?”

      “Ilford, outside of London, then she went to Arizona.”

      “I know where Ilford is. What’s there?”

      “An energy company.”

      “And Arizona?”

      He rubbed his thumb up and down the side of the cup. “There are two computer companies outside of Tucson. Both commercial organizations.”

      She must have heard the doubt in his tone. “But…?”

      “MediSune is a cover for Cal Line, a secret branch dedicated to researching and developing supercomputers for the military. MediSune makes and sells computer systems to the public, but they focus on city and county governments. Their private branch is undocumented, and I have no idea how she uncovered the information, but probably through an informant inside the CIA or Department of Defense. They are the only ones who know about the site and would have that information.”

      “That’s where it all started, the sabotage of the superconductors.”

      He nodded. “That USB is heavily encrypted, and there were parts of it that I couldn’t even get to, but there was more involving a Russian shell company funding paramilitary groups and a man named Viktor. No last name. I believe it was an alias. The same alias popped up on some financial transactions linked to that Russian shell company.”

      “Jessie was tracking the network behind the EMP plot, and she knew Hager was their lead guy. She probably figured he might know Viktor’s true identity.”

      Tommy gestured at her phone. “That’s why she taunted him. You’re right to suspect it wasn’t simply defiance. Jessie wanted Hagar to slip up and confirm something—possibly Viktor’s identity or something else. I don’t know, but I need to retrace her footsteps. Follow her path to Ilford and Arizona.”

      He left it sitting there—an invitation.

      But it was more than that. He needed Tessa’s help.

      She sat back, crossing her arms. “You’ve been on the run for weeks, and you’re still recovering from being shot.” Her gaze flicked to his bandaged side and back to his face. “Assassins, Russians, the CIA…they’re all after you, and now, you want to waltz into London and then fly to America to chase this Viktor fellow? Do you have a death wish?”

      “You think I don’t know what the risks are?”

      “I think you’re being foolish. The CIA has the thumb drive, and they’re decoding it. They’ll have all the info Jessie put on it in a matter of days, maybe a week or two, tops. Your quest is not only dangerous, it’s stupid. Go to Langley, talk to Flynn, and let the professionals handle it.”

      He slammed a hand on the counter, causing the cups to jump. “Hagar’s dead, Tessa. I didn’t even get to pull the trigger. And the network that put all of this in motion has probably accelerated their timeline because of it. We may not have weeks, and the Agency moves like a crippled dinosaur. If I turn myself in, I’ll end up spending months being interrogated, and nothing will be accomplished.”

      “Flynn fully understands the emergency this creates. He’s already got the heads of Homeland, the Justice Department, and the Feds working to ensure those computers are confiscated and the bases secured.”

      “It’s not enough,” he growled. “Even if they deter the e-bombs, they won’t bring down the network. Those involved have probably already gone to ground. They’ll begin eliminating anyone who can identify them. I have to flush them out. Now. Or everything Jessie did—her death—will have been in vain.”

      Her expression didn’t soften, but guilt and sympathy flashed in her eyes. “You’re good, Tommy, but you’re not a trained undercover operative. You need help.”

      It was a gift—his ability to sense when someone was crumbling. “Help me, Tessa. You owe her that much.”

      She glared at him, then looked away, jaw set. “Don’t you dare.”

      “We both made promises to our country and to her. Ones we didn’t keep.”

      “You don’t get to use her to manipulate me.”

      Frustration boiled over, and he stood, nearly toppling the stool. “I’m reminding you of what’s at stake. Jessie gave her life to bring down this organization. The work is left undone. It’s up to me—and you—to see it through. If she were here, she’d ask you to do it.”

      “She’s not here.” Her voice cut like a blade. She dropped her head into her hands, her voice lowering. “If you keep charging into every fight like this, you won’t be either.”

      The kitchen was silent for a moment, except for their breathing.

      He’d thought she was crumbling. That she would give in. Stupid of him. He headed for the bedroom to pack. “I’ll be out of your hair in a minute.”

      His frustration continued to boil until his head felt like it would explode. Jamming the few clothes he had into his backpack, he checked his weapon and stuck it into the waistband of his pants. He was out of money, had nowhere to go in Ilford, and his side hurt like a son of a bitch.

      But his own words rang in his ears. If Jessie were here, she would keep going until she uncovered every last bastard who was part of the plot. She wouldn’t wait for the Agency, the Department of Defense, Homeland, the FBI, or anyone else to do what needed to be done. She would do it.

      “What exactly do you need from me?”

      He whirled to see Tessa standing on the threshold. Her shoulders were tight, her mouth, too.

      Relief flooded him, but he kept his tone even. “I need you to help me retrace Jessie’s steps. I don’t have the contacts to navigate London and Ilford. You do.”

      She kept her feet braced and crossed her arms. The movement boosted her breasts. “If I do this, it doesn’t mean I’m returning to the CIA or avoiding them. I will not betray them or my country. I’m not letting you drag me into your personal vendetta, but I realize the enormity of the situation. If I can do something to prevent it from happening, then I wouldn’t be able to live with myself if I didn’t do it.”

      “If you have to tell Meg the truth, I understand. But doing so could compromise my mission.”

      “You leave Meg to me. There’s always a way to work with the swans without compromising anything, and I’ll take care of that. Ilford and the technology company are probably a dead end. You know that, right?”

      “Do you have a better idea?”

      She marched across the room to her closet and grabbed a go-bag. “In fact, I do. We do this my way. No improvising and no lone-wolf stunts. Understand?”

      Was it possible he wasn’t alone in this fight for the first time since Jessie’s death? “For now.”

      She smirked at him, rolling her eyes, and he trailed after her as she returned to the kitchen, retrieving her gun. “Don’t make me shoot you, Tommy.”

      He grinned. Not teasing her was too hard. “No promises on that.”
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