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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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        There are some things you learn best in calm, and some in storm. ~Willa Cather, The Song of the Lark
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      Platja Fonda, Spain

      

      It wasn’t every day you had to face all your demons at once. Today was Meg Carson’s day.

      The lazy afternoon sun turned the sea into a carpet of diamonds, small boats bobbing in the clear blue waters. It was the off-season, and tourists were scarce, yet a smattering of local children ran among the waves. Their mothers gathered in groups on blankets, watching and gossiping along the rocky shoreline.

      Nestled at the foot of the high cliffs, Meg still felt vulnerable, even with a wall of rock shielding her and the others from town. Shielding her, she hoped, from life.

      Warm, humid air tickled her nose. Her skin gleamed with sweat. The towel under her was already soaked through. Rare for this late in the season, but the week had seen multiple days with temps above average. Seemed everywhere she went, she brought the unexpected and unusual.

      The rocking of the boats eased her overtaxed mind into a lull. Here, she could forget everything. Be no one. Decide what was next.

      A wave hit an outcropping of large stones to the north, white spray climbing high in the air before dropping once more into the hidden cove. She admired those rocks, taking the constant battering of the sea without crumbling. Impenetrable, unyielding. If only she could make her heart so solid and resistant.

      Footsteps approached from behind her. Snapping out of the lull of the sea, her focus shifted. Even in the mineral-laden sand, she could hear how purposeful the steps were. Sense the person was on a mission, and that mission involved her. Instinct and finely honed skills made her slip a hand under the towel.

      The cool metal of her Bodyguard 380 instantly mollified her. The scent of her sister’s signature floral perfume did, too.

      A shadow fell over her, and Meg returned her hand to the lounge chair’s arm, pasting on a fake smile. “Kids napping?”

      Tawny and Josh had invited Meg to accompany them and her niece and nephew on this vacation. Meg needed a vacation from her life, but beggars couldn’t be choosers.

      Tawny, hair in a high ponytail and concern etched in her features, held out Meg’s cell. The screen showed a live call on mute. “Your boss.”

      “I don’t have—” a boss anymore. Yet, a shiver of anticipation snaked through her. She knew exactly who was on the line, and while Tawny had no idea her older sister had been an elite covert operative for six years, there was a part of Meg who both hated and missed that life. “I’m retired. It’s a telemarketer or a wrong number. Hang up.”

      Dangerous, that, but Meg had told him—told them all—never to bother her again. To go to hell and stay there. She was done. Period. End of story.

      Tawny crouched next to the chair, her eyes wide with fear. “I already tried that. He’s called three times. He says if I don’t get you on the line, he’ll tell Josh about…” She squeezed her eyes shut and dropped her voice to a whisper. “About what happened.” Those hazel eyes, so much like their mother’s, opened once more. “Meg, how does your boss know about that weekend?”

      The best spy in the business, now CIA’s Director of Operations. He knew or could find out anything. Leverage, blackmail, manipulation. He was a master at them all.

      Meg hated Conrad Flynn for that. Hated him for scaring her sister. “He’s bluffing, and besides, Josh would never hold it against you. He adores you, and you have a great life with him.” One I intend to see continues. “You should tell him yourself and clear the air. It was a meaningless flirtation before you were married.”

      Tawny took Meg’s hand and force-wrapped her fingers around the phone. “Talk to this guy. Please. For me.” Her eyes added, and for you. Desperation clouded Tawny’s face. “You’re miserable, Meg, even in this paradise with people who love you. Maybe you should think about going back. Jessie would want that.”

      Meg considered whipping the phone into the waves. Just hearing that name made her want to scream. The grief and guilt balled up inside her threatened to explode. Tawny believed Jessica Mendoza had been an employee of her security firm—a cover they’d used for their special division of spies.

      Instead of losing control, Meg did what she always did these days—she bitch-slapped the scream down into the deepest crater inside her. Pasting on the fake smile again, she hugged her sister. “I’ll handle it. Go kiss your husband and tell him you love him. Everything will be alright. I promise.”

      Tawny hugged her back, then trudged away. “I love you, Meggie,” she called over her shoulder, her voice carrying on the breeze.

      Staring at the phone, Meg forced her erratic pulse to slow. It was a phone conversation. Not a commitment.

      She unmuted the call and lifted the device to her ear. “If you ever threaten my sister again, I’ll shove your balls in a blender.”

      “Good to hear your voice, too,” Conrad Flynn replied. “It’s been a while. Enjoying Spain? By the way, you’ll have to get in line for that honor.”

      “Whatever it is you want, no.” She disconnected.

      As expected, the phone rang almost immediately. She counted to ten, willing it to go to voicemail, then remembered the scared look on her sister’s face and jabbed the button. “What?”

      “We’ve got a missing friend in Bucharest. The president has reactivated your division.”

      Black Swan. A whopping four people, the elite of the elite in what had been dubbed Flynn’s Secret Army. Two men, two women, who could work in pairs or alone. Get in, get out, complete the mission without anyone ever knowing.

      Only now, one was dead and the division was, too. “I quit, remember?” The MIA had to be someone important for the president to get involved. “Find another sucker to track down your MIA.”

      “He requested you, and you’re not on search and rescue. At least, not for our friend. Your mission is more critical.”

      Meg’s pulse stuttered. “What is it?”

      “Special circumstances that can’t be discussed over an open line, but you might turn on the news. The Bucharest embassy is under attack, and we have a black swan. Mosai Hagar is involved. Thousands of innocent people could be harmed.”

      Her mouth went dry. Her group had been formed to handle what their name suggested—an unpredictable event with potentially severe consequences. Such events were characterized by their extreme rarity, severe impact, and the widespread insistence they were obvious in hindsight. Nine-eleven was considered a black swan, but such events were never obvious, even in hindsight.

      Since then, such occurrences had been increasing. The world grew ever more chaotic. No matter how much the analysts tried to predict situations and outcomes, the outliers and challenges grew unhindered, thus the need for a team that could move quickly, quietly, and counter whatever was taking place.

      “Playing the innocent card is a low blow, and you have others who can protect them.”

      Flynn agreed. “You’ll want in on this when you find out who the MIA is, trust me.”

      “Not…” Declan. She couldn’t even say his name. “My…second?”

      Dec Reid had been her right-hand man in more ways than Flynn or anyone else outside her team knew. “Not that bastard—hell, if it was him, I wouldn’t even be worried. He’d fight his way out, no matter what. I can’t give you anything else at this point. You’re going to have to have faith. You will want to be in on this.”

      Faith. Trust. Did she even know what those terms meant anymore? “I can’t.”

      Once again, she hung up.

      In his time in the field, Conrad Flynn hadn’t just climbed through Dante’s nine circles of hell, he’d created them. He’d even gone under the deepest cover possible—faking his own death—to root out a mole in the CIA. Since coming in from the cold and being reinstated by the Agency—and receiving more commendations than she could count—he’d surprisingly thrived behind a desk. Not that he always stayed there.

      Her phone rang again. She ground her teeth and punched the button. “You are a dog on a bone, you know that?”

      “There’s a key under the plant in your bedroom that goes to a locker in the Bucharest train station.” Flynn was done with small talk. “You’ll find a survival kit waiting. I’m sending the rest of the swans to assist. I know I gave you my word I’d leave you alone, but I have to break that promise, and yes, you can kill me later. Right now, I need you to get off that pink lounge chair and get yourself to Romania. You’ve been reactivated, Meg.”

      Click. The line went dead.

      Tit for tat.

      Bastard.

      …get off that pink lounge chair…

      Her eyes slid to the left, then right. Was he here?

      Doubtful, but he loved nothing better than to jump into an op himself, and someone had to be tailing her. Either that or Flynn’s favorite techie, Del, had a satellite pointed at this very beach so her ex-boss could harass her while he sent someone to sneak a key into her room at the villa.

      Not beyond reason. She held up her middle finger and waved it around, hoping he was across the ocean watching from his cushy leather office chair inside Langley.

      I’m sending the rest of the swans…

      She should call him back and tell him, “Hard pass.” How could she face them? The other swans…

      Wait, what am I thinking? How could she even consider complying, with or without the rest of her team?

      For a long moment, her focus returned to watching the boats bob on the water. Listening to the kids’ delighted cries as they played. She couldn’t go back to the CIA. Wouldn’t. Being the leader of her team had been the best—and worst—experience of her life, but her heart couldn’t take it. Losing a friend was terrible, but Jessie’s death had been…

      A horror Meg wouldn’t wish on her worst enemy.

      The look on her friend’s bruised and bloody face right before Mosai Hagar swung the machete hadn’t been accusing. There’d been no fear or judgment. As the man holding Meg had sunk his hand in her hair and forced her to watch, Jessie had stared at her with sad but trusting eyes. “It’s okay,” she’d whispered through her cracked, swollen lips. “You couldn’t save⁠—”

      Me. The word was lost forever on a swing of that damn machete. Jessie would never speak again.

      Meg blinked hard against the onslaught of tears. If she let even one slip out, the dam would break.

      She stood and slowly walked to the edge of the lapping water. One of the kids waved at her.

      Hagar is involved.

      How many innocents would he harm? Why attack the embassy? Who was the missing person?

      Tommy. Her heart lurched as his thin face and big eyes flashed through her memory. It couldn’t be. He was safe in the US.

      Wasn’t he?

      Jessie had gotten him a job with the Agency as an analyst. He’d put in for an overseas position. They’d sent him to Afghanistan during the pullout, and two hours after he’d landed, his sister had been murdered.

      My fault.

      Meg toyed with the phone, aching to call Flynn and make sure Jessie’s brother was okay. Instead, she dialed Tommy’s number.

      The call went to voicemail. A generic, computerized bot instructed her to leave a message, except the mailbox was full. Tommy never used a voice assistant—the nerd loved to personalize his recordings with random Neitchze quotes. His favorite? He who has a why to live can bear almost any how.

      Puzzles and mysteries always sucked Meg in. Getting revenge did, too.

      She waved back at the young boy. He motioned for her to join him and his friends. “Do you want to play?” he called in Spanish.

      I have to speak for her. Make sure Tommy’s not involved with this. It would be just like him to go after Hagar alone. “Not today,” she replied.

      Then she reared back and, with all her might, chucked the phone into the sea. There was a key waiting for her and her own personal why.
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      0400 hours

      Somewhere over the Atlantic

      

      Declan Reid was three days past needing a shower, six months past a haircut.

      Surrounded by crates of military cargo and the mindless drone of four C-5M Super Galaxy engines miles over the ocean, his mind was elsewhere. Only hours before, he’d been trading bullets with a Colombian cartel on the outskirts of Bogotá. Now, he had bigger problems.

      Much bigger.

      Meg.

      Declan took a deep breath and shoved the thought away. He was a professional. One woman wasn’t going to commandeer ten years of intense training.

      The cavernous interior of the C-5 cargo plane was dimly lit with the ghostly glow of LED lighting strips silhouetting rows of giant cargo crates packed tightly together. The air was stale and cold. The behemoth of a plane was never meant to transport people. There was barely enough room for stretching, less matter standing. It was enough to make anyone claustrophobic.

      It didn’t seem to bother Spencer Sterling.

      “You’re going to get us killed one of these days,” Declan called out.

      Spence and Declan had been in more tight spots together than he could count, but being smuggled onto a military supply run as crates of ‘tactical equipment’ was a new one for both of them. Five hours in the cargo bay with nothing but their thoughts had put them both on edge. Or so he had thought. Spence actually seemed to be enjoying himself.

      The bastard chuckled. Moving nimbly from stack to stack, exploring the containers in the bay, a resounding thud echoed each time he jumped between gaps in the stacks.

      Who knew what was in those crates?

      “Any word from Del?” He maneuvered back to where Declan sat. Del was their eyes and ears and had more technical expertise in computer systems than anyone at Langley. If he couldn’t get through to them on the Galaxy, no one could.

      “Nothing yet.” Declan touched his earpiece, making sure it was still functioning.

      The pair had been assisting the local drug enforcement agency in Bogotá with a group of cartels that had put a US Ambassador at risk. After cornering a few members of the gang on the west side of the city, a tense standoff situation had ended with Flynn—the man himself—on a phone call telling the duo they were being pulled out. Flynn rarely spoke directly to operatives. That alone spoke to the urgency and importance of the new mission. Team Pegasus had arrived shortly after, and despite his questions, Declan had followed orders.

      Trusting your team kept you alive.

      All Flynn had said was that he had a crucial mission that he knew they would want to be part of. That’s what had caused a cascade of questions in Declan’s mind. Flynn refused to tell them more over a public line. Get to the C47 Mil base. Your ride is waiting. Del will contact you. Meg Carson will be awaiting your arrival in Romania.

      The last statement echoed in Declan’s head.

      Shit. The Swans had been reactivated.

      He’d hoped they might one day but had never imagined Megan Carsen would be part of them again. Their leader.

      Turbulence rocked the plane, sending Spence stumbling and snapping Declan back to the present. He instantly touched the familiar grip of his Sig Sauer P320 as his other hand smacked one of the crates to steady him. Just turbulence.

      Spence took a seat next to him on a metal bench crowded with black plastic containers that had been tied down. “Jesus, Dec, I haven’t seen you this worked up in a while.”

      Spence didn’t know yet that Meg would be waiting for them. “I’m fine. Just want to know what’s going on.”

      Declan was in his element when he had the big picture. Never one to rush into a situation, he always considered all of the options available to him and his team.

      Six years in the Marines, a spec ops stint, and ending up on an Anti-Terrorism Security Team had put him on the CIA’s radar. When an op went sideways in Syria, and he’d been lucky to see another sunrise, he’d assumed he was done. Finished. Put a bullet in my head-kind of cooked with his career.

      Conrad Flynn had had another idea.

      Static blared in his ears. Del.

      “Black Swan Two, this is Loch Ness. Come in. Over.”

      And…here we go. “This is Swan Two,” Declan responded. “Never thought I’d hear that callout over comms again. Over.”

      Del was silent for a pregnant breath. “Neither did I, but our current situation calls for it. We’ve got a highly-sensitive red bag retrieval mission, and we need a team that isn’t on record… anywhere. We need our best gents…and ladies.”

      Dec and Spence locked eyes briefly. This was going to be bad.

      Del continued. “Mosai Hagar and his death squad have made major progress on recruiting recently, and they’re looking stronger and more organized than we’ve ever seen. Bin Laden type-power. Only they’re not staying in the shadows. They’re striking where it counts and obtaining top-secret information that may lead to a lot of people getting hurt. They’re currently after a thumb drive in the Bucharest US Embassy. They’ve already incited a considerable local uprising, and we believe they’ll use those folks to overwhelm security. He’s not on the scene yet, but we anticipate his arrival. We can’t let the intel on that drive fall into his hands.”

      “Stopping an uprising isn’t under our umbrella,” Declan said. “Are we after the drive, or are we taking out Hagar?”

      “The drive is your target. It’s inside a safe in the chief of mission’s office. There’s also a more personal interest—Tommy Mendoza. He’s missing. We need him back.”

      Tommy. Declan hadn’t thought about the kid since they’d all attended Jessie’s funeral. Tommy had sent a roundhouse punch into Dec’s face.

      Granted, it was deserved, but…

      I can never make it right.

      “What the hell is he doing in Bucharest?”

      “His job. He’s been there for eight months.”

      Right. An analyst who’d lost his shit after his sister’s murder was broadcast on social media was now working at the embassy? What was he really there for? “What’s he got to do with the red bag?”

      “We believe he’s the one who discovered the intel the drive contains. His superior didn’t realize how important it was. Until Tommy disappeared.”

      Idiot.

      “Kidnapped?” Spence asked.

      “Status unknown,” Del replied, giving them no hint. Tommy might be dead for all anyone knew.

      Dead. Declan rubbed his eyes. Meg wasn’t ready for this.

      Hell, he wasn’t ready for this.

      “The Black Swan Division was put out to pasture for a reason, Loch Ness. Why does Solomon want to resurrect us?” Solomon was Flynn’s call name—the former codename he’d used while undercover in the field.

      “More importantly,” Spence added, “if Declan is still Swanny Two, does that mean I’m Swanny One now?”

      He never could be serious.

      Del’s exasperated sigh could be heard in Russia. “Above my pay grade, Two. I’m here to keep you guys alive and moving. And no, Three, your status hasn’t changed. You’re meeting Swan One in Bucharest. She’s en route as we speak. She’ll be lead on the mission, just like always.”

      Lead? Spence seemed to echo Declan’s shock, his brows hitting his hairline. They’re bringing Meg back? he mouthed.

      Declan nodded. Spence used his hands to simulate the top of his head exploding.

      Right there with you, buddy.

      Del continued, “You have a limited window before the embassy goes tits ups, and you’re back on US soil. Twelve hours from the meet-up. That’s it, gentlemen. Retrieve the drive, locate Tommy if possible, and meet Pegasus for extraction at the rendezvous point. Coordinates will be sent closer to extraction time. Don’t be late. You will be left behind.”

      “Easy for you to say,” Declan grumbled under his breath. That cushy chair in Langley had never seen Del be late in his life, but then Del had a reserved parking space and plenty of amenities to make his job a cakewalk compared to theirs. He spoke louder this time, emphasizing his words. “Is Swan One stable?”

      The hum of the engines made Del’s hesitation even more obvious. Spence shifted uncomfortably where he stood, avoiding Declan’s eyes this time.

      Finally, Del responded. “If you have questions, I can put Solomon on the line.”

      Del said it almost as if it were a threat. Which meant what? Declan bit down on his tongue to stop his flippant reply. Like hell, Flynn would discuss Meg’s mental status with them. They were about to be in the trenches together against Hagar and his death squad. Of course, he would say she was capable. Stable.

      But is she? Or was Flynn up shit creek and had no one left to turn to? Declan’s pulse raced beneath his skin. Probably the latter.

      “Beggars can’t be choosers, eh?” Spence quipped.

      Del didn’t acknowledge him. “You’ll be running dark once we terminate this connection until you’re reunited with the rest of your team.”

      The rest of the team equaled one member—Meg.

      “If things go sideways, what’s our contingency plan?” Spence asked, no joking now.

      “Just like old times. You’re on your own.”

      Declan sighed. It was probably better that way. Outside contact usually had a way of making things messy. But this felt wrong. Off. Not unusual for Black Swan missions, but still. This was off like the leaning Tower of Pisa-off.

      Training and experience had a funny way of honing one’s sixth sense. His gut never lied.

      Del’s voice squawked over the earpiece. “Any last questions?”

      He had plenty. “You saw her last eval. Give it to me straight. Is she going to be a problem?” Declan needed Meg in top form. If she was off the deep end, she could put them all at risk, intentionally or not.

      “Any other questions?” Del’s voice had an audible eye roll in it.

      “Yes, but you won’t answer them,” Declan growled in frustration. Maybe Flynn should get on the line.

      “Look…those evals are classified. I haven’t seen them.”

      Bullshit. Del could access anything he wanted, classified or not. He was the best of the best. There was a reason Flynn used him. “Like hell, you haven’t.”

      Del paused again. His voice came out lower. Declan could barely him over the plane noise. “She’s Orange, but passed every one of her last tests.”

      Fucking. Hell. The color labels were a classification system Flynn used for evaluating competency in the field. Regardless of what tests he’d put her through, she was orange…

      She shouldn’t even be allowed out of Langley. Fucking Flynn. Fucking Black Swan Division. Fuck.

      “As I recall, she quit. How did Solomon get her back?”

      Del’s tone returned to business, ignoring the question. “Good luck, swans. Radio contact will resume at twelve hundred hours local time. Loch Ness out.”

      Outwardly, he remained stone cold, but inside, Declan raged. Every piece of this mission was its own bullet, just waiting to fire and cause irreparable damage.

      Meg has to keep it together. If she wasn’t thinking clearly, who knew what poor decisions she would make?

      And more than anything, she would have something to prove to herself. Despite having clean hands, Meg blamed herself for Jessie’s death.

      Blamed him, too.

      What a shit show.

      The swans had once been the elite of the elite. Now? They were their own worst enemy.

      And once more, they were going up against Mosai Hagar and his infamous death squad.
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      Biblioteca Nationala a României

      1945 hours

      

      “Audio check.” Meg adjusted her earpiece and mic. “Testing one-two-three.”

      “Coming in loud and sort of clear, Black Swan One,” Del responded, his voice both reassuring and annoying in her ear. She’d hoped never to hear it again, but sinners in hell wanted ice water, too. “I’m picking up background noise. Can you confirm? Over.”

      Mother Nature was dumping a monsoon on the city. Even the best technology couldn’t eliminate the din of the lashing rain and wind as Meg stood on the sidewalk in front of the towering concrete and glass building in front of her.

      At least the storm had drenched the uprising at the embassy and sent all but the truly hardcore protestors scurrying. They’d be back as soon as the fast-moving deluge was over, and that meant Meg had to hurry, downpour or not.

      “Confirmed, storm in the area. Visual check.” She squeezed her eyes tight, activating the contacts from the ‘survival kit’ before opening them again. Eagle Eyes, as they were called, not only sharpened her vision but allowed Langley to see what she focused on. She pointedly looked at the Biblioteca Nationala’s sign ten floors above her. “Can you read?”

      Rain hit her in the face, and she blinked. She was soaked, cold, and hungry. With any luck, she could get in and out of the embassy before Declan and Spence touched down.

      Flynn would kill her for going in alone, but he would also praise her if she managed to get the red bag. It wasn’t necessarily the color red, it was simply a designation of utmost importance and the highest in classified intel.

      A gruff voice superseded Del’s. “Why the hell am I looking at the library, Swan One?”

      Flynn. He hated it when she went off script. Well, she had a few questions for him, too. “Why don’t you have one of the trapped State Department kids bring you the drive?”

      “I trust no one but you. I repeat, why are you not at the appointed site?”

      While initially gaining Flynn’s trust hadn’t been easy, it was no compliment that he was now putting the mission’s success in her hands. Regardless that the president had reactivated the division, bottom line, he believed she was his best resource to get the job done. Or perhaps, the most expendable one. “I’ll stroll through the protestors right up to the front gate and demand they let me enter. I’m sure that will work.” She snorted, the sound lost in the downpour. “Besides, getting in is one thing; getting out securely with the package is another.”

      “Which is why your team will be assisting.” The irritation in his voice made her smile. “Get your ass to the embassy.”

      Thanks to budget cuts and an ongoing war between the House and Senate, the place had been short-staffed. Most activities had been put on hold until funding was appropriated again, making the place ripe for an invasion.

      Eastern Europe was already on edge over the Russian chess game going on with the Ukrainians, and plenty of militants and fascists were happy to rile folks up. Even the US Marine Security Guardsmen and Diplomatic Security Service had been caught off guard. They, too, were understaffed at the moment, thanks to tensions in more volatile areas.

      “If you trust me, let me do my job.” What she needed was an in, an asset who knew the language, the culture, the people. The Poliția Română had been called in to assist with controlling the crowd, but watching the news, she’d seen little to indicate any of them cared. Half of them were probably in Mosai Hagar’s pockets. “Swan One out.”

      Jogging across the expanse to the giant entry doors, she muted her mic. She would allow them to see who she was recruiting but not let them hear what needed to be said.

      Inside, her shoes squeaked on the marble floor and the sound echoed up, up, up to the ceiling high overhead as she made her way to the escalators. The spirited rain lashed at the tall windows, but the hush in here was deep and comforting, as if this was the calm center of the storm.

      As she rode the escalator, she spotted a lone figure at a desk on the second-floor veranda. He paid no attention to her, and she pretended to ignore him while logging his height, weight, and potential weapons.

      Old habits died hard.

      Her target was shelving a few volumes in a designated area containing a collection of materials on topics covering US culture and lifestyle. The American Corners program had been instituted as a partnership program between the US Embassy and the library, to provide information, programs, and exhibits to further positive relations.

      Contessa Vulpe, known as The Architect to those in Flynn’s Army, had adopted the look of a nondescript librarian—her rich brown hair was pulled into a tidy bun, oversized glasses sat on her nose, a simple pleated skirt disguised her generous hips—but as her name suggested, she was both a countess and a fox. The former label she’d done her damnedest to escape, but the latter she embraced wholeheartedly. She spoke without turning, her hearing as sharp as ever. “May I help you?” She repeated the question in Romanian, her accent—a good one—thicker as her tongue flowed over the words.

      Meg brushed a wet strand from her cheek. “I hope so.”

      Tessa’s hand stilled in mid-air, the book suspended for a heartbeat before she finished sliding it between two other volumes. She didn’t turn but lowered her voice to a low growl. “What are you doing here? I told you I never wanted to see you again.”

      Taking a step closer, Meg surveyed the area. Discreet cameras blended into the corners of the large expanse, and probably more were hidden in the overhead lights. There was no reason to bug the library, however. “I need your expertise. I wouldn’t ask if it weren’t critical to saving a life.”

      “I can’t help you.” Continuing to avoid her eyes, Tessa turned to her cart and pushed it down the row. “I don’t do that anymore. We’re about to close. You should leave.”

      “Tommy’s missing. Could be a kidnapping, or could be he’s…” Dead. She couldn’t bring herself to say it.

      This brought Tessa’s attention, finally, to Meg. “I’m sorry to hear that. What does that have to do with me?”

      Good thing she couldn’t hear Flynn over the earpiece. At the sight of Tessa, Meg imagined he was having a coronary. “I need to get into the embassy. Tonight.”

      Never taking her focus from Meg, she positioned the cart between them, removing a book from the lower shelf. She held it to her chest. “That isn’t an answer. How did you find me?”

      Meg had no doubt there was a small but accurate pistol hidden in the book. “I keep an eye on my enemies.”

      Her lips twitched. “And your friends?”

      A low blow. Meg fought not to break eye contact and reveal her soft spot. “I’m not here to discuss what happened to Jessie. I need to get into the embassy undetected. We can do this the easy way or the hard way.”

      Tessa snorted. “Perhaps if you and your government paid more attention to your so-called friends, the chaos at the embassy wouldn’t have happened.” Placing the book in reach, she chose another from the cart and examined it. “Why can’t you walk in the front door?”

      Another dig, and it probably had layers of meaning, but Meg didn’t have time to dissect them, nor did she care. “It’s your government, too, and I know they had you design a backdoor into the place when it was built. Service tunnels, secret entrances, hidden passageways. Show me the plans, and I’ll be out of your hair.”

      “You think I keep such things here? What, I have them tattooed on my ass?” Her dark brown eyes flashed from behind the thick lenses of her glasses. “Go to hell and take whoever sent you. Get out of my library.”

      “No one sent me. This is all me. Hagar is watching. He’s the one stirring this up. You’re my only hope to get in and out without him knowing.” She didn’t want to divulge everything, but… “I suspect Tommy stumbled over something damning, and Hagar knows it. That intel is buried inside the embassy. My mission is to retrieve it.”

      “Easy job. You don’t need me.” But her eyes told a different story. The fox was curious. She loved a challenge. More so if she would outwit a terrorist with her skills. “Even if I could help, why would I? You let her die.”

      Bad blood ran deep. Too many years ago, Jessie had been Tessa’s star pupil at The Farm when Meg and Jessie were in training. Tactical stealth entries and exits had been taken to an entirely new level with the fox. “Her death is on me. I’ve never claimed otherwise, and you have no reason to believe I have your back, but it’s not an easy job, and you know it. I can’t trust anyone else.”

      A thin eyebrow rose. The fox wanted more, and although she’d never admit it, she, herself, had a backdoor—her heart.

      Give her a reason to take the bait. “I’m only doing this for Jessie,” Meg admitted. That much was true. “And Tommy. I can’t ever make it right, but I can make Hagar pay. My team will assist, but I have to watch their backs as well. It’s all on me. I need to get in and out as quickly as possible.”

      Endless seconds passed. Tessa returned to shelving, purposely making Meg sweat. “No,” she finally said. “I won’t help you.”

      Damn. Meg buried her frustrated sigh. She’d known it was a long shot. “I understand.” Truth was, she did. She wished she’d stuck to her guns with Flynn. “I’m sorry I bothered you. Have a good life working in this Romanian library, where your skills and talents are going to waste.”

      With that, she turned, a brief feeling of satisfaction at Tessa’s gasp making her lips quirk. I’ll figure it out. I’ll find another way.

      “I said I won’t help you,” Tessa called. “I never said I wouldn’t help Declan and Spencer.”

      Meg pinched her lips together, keeping the triumphant grin off her face as she stopped and faced the woman. Declan was good for something, after all. “They’ll meet us.”

      Tessa shoved the cart away, grabbing the book with the gun. She reached for the back of her bun, and her hair cascaded over her shoulders. She removed the glasses and headed for the escalator. “Let’s go then. They need me.”
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      Midnight

      Service tunnels under Bucharest

      

      “Come to Bucharest, they said.” Spence raised a boot out of the muck and made a face. “We’ll get together, have a few laughs.”

      Declan squeezed his flashlight. The beam bounced off the sides of the underground tunnel. “If you’re going to quote my favorite movie, don’t screw up the lines.”

      The skinny boy leading the way through the maze turned a grinning face on them. He couldn’t be more than ten or twelve. “Die Hard, mda? Great film.” His dirty hands flew through the air, mimicking a karate chop before he pointed at himself. “Van Damme, my favorite.”

      Why the fuck had Meg set this up as their meeting place? The tunnel was only about a hundred feet below the streets above, and much of the city’s waste, water, and sewage ended up there one way or another. The stench was nearly unbearable, and there was a more sinister smell lingering underneath. Death.

      Their boots echoed on wet stone as they trudged along the dimly lit corridors. The faint screeching and chirping of rats lingered around corners and clung to the shadows. How did anything survive down here?

      Despite the conditions, gangs of orphaned and runaway children frequented the tunnels. Much like the malnourished kid ahead of them, most were homeless and relied on each other for food and protection.

      The place felt like an Orson Scott Card novel. Despite being eight, ten, twelve years old at the most, these kids lived and fought like adults. They were tough. He would think twice about turning his back on one.

      “How long have you lived down here, Van Damme?” Spence asked the kid.

      The boy brightened at the nickname. “Forever. Bruce Lee, he takes care of us.”

      Sure he did. The stench overpowered Declan’s nose again. As horrible as it was, he’d smelled worse. Seen it, too. Thousands packed under a bridge in Afghanistan, moaning from hunger pains and withdrawal from opioids. Hundreds rounded up and slaughtered in pits in Siberia.

      The list went on. Most of it didn’t affect him anymore. At least, that’s what he told himself, anyway. He couldn’t afford to let it.

      Nightmares and flashbacks weren’t the half of it. He swore the ghosts of those he hadn’t saved tried to suffocate him every damn night.

      Deeper and deeper they went. People were piled together in spots. Could they avoid this Bruce Lee character who controlled the tunnels?

      A man like any other, but one who had set himself up as king, he could be trouble for them. He could stop them from getting to their destination. He might even kill them.

      Declan was no psychologist, but he understood men like Bruce Lee well. Their motivations were often illogical, and their reactions and decisions were based on the moment, not any long-term plan or wisdom gained through life experience. They lived in the moment, never knowing if they would make it to the next day, month, or year.

      Yet, the system this man had set up showed he had the smarts to take advantage of his own people while providing a strange form of protection and oddball family for them.

      Strangers, however, we’re a double-edged sword. They might provide food, money, and other favors, yet at the same time, be seen as a threat. Their team needed to present as an ally, not an enemy.

      Declan had already promised their young guide a hundred Romanian leu. Cheap by most standards but approximately equal to a hundred US dollars. A sum that would make the Van Damme fan rich.

      That said, the kid had wanted Declan’s boots to sell to one of his tunnel mates for a better spot to sleep, closer to the heat pipes. No deal—not only did Declan need the damn things, they were his lucky tact pair. They’d climbed mountains, slogged through bogs, roamed desserts, and kicked plenty of lowlife ass through the years. He didn’t understand why they hadn’t fallen apart yet, but like him, maybe they were too damn stubborn.

      To appease the boy, Declan had dangled the carrot of his pocket knife that contained fourteen different tools. The kid’s eyes kept sliding to the pocket where Declan had stuffed it away. For him and many of his friends, tangible goods—tools, boots, weapons—were more valuable than money.

      Not much fit that category for him. A few people, including the one he was walking with and the one he was about to meet. Too bad Meg hated him.

      The commendations in his CIA folder made him look like a hero—a loyal, experienced, and elite soldier for his country. At one time, that was enough. Up until the day he’d met Meg Ann Carson.

      His whole life changed after that.

      He’d ordered himself not to fall in love with her. Had done it anyway. He’d demanded his heart not go belly up like a trained dog every time she walked into a room. He’d failed that, as well.

      Over and over again, he’d fallen for her. Let her manipulate his feelings for her in a way no one else had ever done.

      And then she’d sucked him into The Black Swans to use his skills and competency to balance her brilliant mind. He’d been her biggest supporter and her fiercest devil’s advocate—exactly what she’d wanted him to do as her second in command. Challenge her, test her, back her up when shit hit the fan.

      She hated failure as much as he did, and it had been the two of them together who could take any challenge and look at it from all angles. Their team could provide the outcome needed for any goatfuck, no matter what sacrifice had to be made.

      Until that sacrifice had been one of their own.

      Jessie’s face tormented him every time he closed his eyes. That brutal swing of the machete. The sound when it connected.

      His nightmares were filled with that sound. With Meg’s screams.

      His waking moments with the ring of her hateful accusations.

      Her hate, period.

      For what he’d done.

      For what he hadn’t done.

      Saved Meg at the expense of Jessie. Saved the woman he loved by sacrificing one of the teammates they’d both sworn to protect.

      He and Spence rounded another corner. People of all ages huddled together for warmth. Their pale, thin, and dirty bodies were unnaturally still. Many didn’t even appear to be breathing.

      Some days—hell, most of them—he wished he wasn’t. That he could go back in time and offer himself in exchange for Jessie. Meg would still hate him if he were dead, but maybe she’d still love him, too.

      The tunnel narrowed to an entrance with metal bars. The kid began outlining his favorite Van Damme film, complete with more punches, kicks, and quotes from his hero. With his lithe body, he slipped through the bars easily, but Declan and Spence had to remove their jackets and holstered guns to squeeze between them.

      Even then, Declan had to suck in his breath as hard as he could to pass his muscled upper body through the tight space. It was touch and go, Spence egging him on when he got stuck. He had to stretch his arms overhead, sucking in his stomach but keeping his ribs from flaring in order to become like one of the bars himself.

      Spence and the kid both tugged on him from the other side, the kid grabbing his thigh while Spence grabbed his belt. “One, two, three,” Spence said.

      Declan sucked in another deep breath and imagined himself being as skinny as the two of them. They yanked and tugged, and it hurt like hell, but finally, he broke through to the other side. Off balance, he tumbled to the slippery, wet stones, his knee barking when it hit hard.

      He heaved a couple of deep breaths before getting to his feet. He’d probably have bruised ribs tomorrow.

      “Put on a few pounds, have you?” Spence joked.

      He accepted his coat and weapon from him. “I’m at fighting weight, just like always.”

      “Sure you are, mate.”

      “Van Damme always lean,” the kid told him. “You should be more like him.”

      Slipping on the holster before donning the jacket, he cocked his chin at the kid to get going. A set of iron steps led to a utility tunnel with pumps, pipes as big around as a man, and intricate groupings of valves.

      As they cleared the top, his breath whooshed out at the sight of who awaited them.

      He’d known he would see her after nearly a year of forcing himself not to interfere in her retirement. Had prepped himself for this very moment when they’d come face to face again.

      What a joke.

      Nothing could prepare him for seeing her up and close and personal, even after all this time.

      She was thinner, her hair longer. She’d pulled the lush blond strands back in a ponytail, emphasizing her cheekbones and heart-shaped chin. Her eyes, always serious, had that haunted look that made him want to drop to his knees.

      He wasn’t the only one tortured by Jessie’s death. Meg had always been wary and on guard, but after that night, the tormented, anguished expression had never left her.

      Even now, after she’d been formally cleared of any wrongdoing, had gone through months of therapy, and had jetted off to exotic locals to rest and recoup, she looked as anguished as he felt.

      Spence charged forward, lifting her off the ground. “There you are.” He hugged her hard, Meg stiffening in his embrace. Spence didn’t seem to care. He set her back but didn’t loosen his hold on her as he scanned her from head to toe. “Gods, you look good. All tan and such. What beach have you been gracing, sunshine?”

      She pulled away, giving him a faint smile. “Good to see you, too.”

      Contessa Vulpe was with her.

      Interesting.

      “Tess.” Spence offered a hand to The Architect. “It’s been a minute, eh, luv?”

      “Get over here, you,” she said, throwing her arms around his neck. Then she turned to Declan. “Quit frowning, Dec. You look constipated.”

      He allowed her to embrace him while all his senses stayed tuned to Meg. Had she recruited Tessa for this mission? “Imagine meeting you here.”

      “I know.” She stepped back, a cunning grin on her face. “Strange bedfellows and all that, right?”

      “Enough chatter,” Meg said. “We need to move.”

      No acknowledgment of him, then. That’s how she wanted to play it.

      Fine, but he wasn’t going down without a fight. “Glad to have you,” he said to Tessa. To Meg, he said, “Thought you were still retired.”

      Meg’s gaze flicked to him, away. “I am.”

      Tessa and Spence exchanged a glance.

      Mini Van Damme punched the air in front of him. “Pay up, mister.”

      Declan did.

      After the boy scampered off, Tessa drew out a folded map. She pressed it out on top of one of the enormous pipes, the noise louder here from the moving water inside. Steam hovered down the way, rising from grates in the floor.

      “These tunnels run close to the old embassy.” She pointed. “We’ll follow this one there. “Another tap. “A second will lead us away from the old place and into the new, where I built in a back door.”

      “Surveillance?” Spence asked.

      “Of course,” she told them. “Here and here, but we can handle it.”

      Spence dug in his backpack, bringing out a series of electronics. Each of them received an earbud with a mic and cameras the size of a button to attach to their clothing. Meg waved his offering off. “I’ve got mine already.”

      Spence got in her face, studying her eyes. “You got a pair of Eagle Eyes, didn’t you? Where’s my pair?”

      “There was only one in my kit,” she told him.

      “Show me all entrances and exits,” Declan ordered Tessa.

      She did, and he committed them to memory, using her map to create his own virtual version. His memory had always been one of his skills.

      The last embassy he’d been in was similar in some ways, but each had its own distinct floor plan. “Let’s go over tactical requirements for the various scenarios: best case, worse case, holy shit case.”

      “I’m going in alone,” Meg said.

      Declan scoffed. “The hell you are.”

      She pointed to the map and drew an X with her finger. “Spence and Tessa will stay outside the building here to monitor the riot and feed me intel. We need to get Tessa a rifle with a scope so she can be our eyes in the sky while Spence tracks me inside via his phone. You station yourself here.” Another X. “If I need help, I’ll message you.”

      Fat chance. He stuck an earbud in and secured the camera on his coat lapel. “We’re a goddamn team, Meg. If Flynn wanted you to do this alone, he wouldn’t have sent for me and Spence. Grab your gear.” He started walking, his insides boiling. Of course, she would try to cut him out of this mission.

      She could blame him all she wanted for the past, but he was still a swan and her second in command. “Let’s get this over with.”
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      If only the Eagle Eye contacts had a “looks could kill” setting. Shoot laser beams. At the very least, freeze assholes who refused to follow orders.

      The gadgets of comic books.

      She glared at Dec’s back as he marched away, shadows swallowing him up. He was a shadow. A goddamn spook in the most literal way.

      This was why she’d wanted to get in and out before he and Spence had arrived, but she and Tessa had gotten waylaid by Bruce Lee—the man who ran the underground tunnels like his own personal sovereign state. Nobody went anywhere down here without him knowing about it.

      Plus, Tessa had gotten pissy and forced Meg to message Dec with their location. Meg needed Tessa and her blueprints, and letting her down wasn’t an option. She had to play nice with Dec.

      She’d bought Bruce’s silence, along with the aid of one of his runners, thanks to Tessa’s emergency fund. The woman carried an assortment of currency, jewels, and the latest in spyware sewn into her designer outfit, hidden in her thick hair, and strapped to various parts of her body.

      The latest iPhone and a ruby ring that had to have cost upwards of three grand had swayed the infamous Lee to offer a deal: his tunnels were available for their use this once. If they needed the cover of them again, it would cost double.

      Copy that and then some. If all went as planned, this was the one and only time she’d ever be here.

      Since her plan had already headed south, thanks to the bear of a brute stalking off without her, odds were slim anything from this point on would go smoothly.

      The awkward weight of Tessa and Spence’s stares made her skin itch. At least they understood and accepted the chain of command.

      Yelling at Dec, who was the best thing she’d seen since everything went to hell, was pointless. He hadn’t ended up on Black Swan for nothing. She’d insisted he be one of them. Flynn, for once, had agreed with her choice.

      Flynn always used terms like ‘dedicated,’ ‘quick on his feet,’ and ‘loyal’ to describe Dec. In Meg’s book, he was all those and more—uncompromising, defiant, and rebellious, bordering on mutinous.

      He was also the most rock-steady partner she’d ever had. He never wavered from his values and beliefs. Predictable, she told herself, but maybe that’s a good thing.

      Know your enemy was the first thing Flynn had taught her.

      Know your friends was the second.

      She wasn’t sure which category to put Declan Reid in.

      Cussing him out might have made her feel better, but she didn’t waste time and energy on lost causes anymore. The bubbling brew of shit between them was a pressure cooker bound to explode. Soon, too. She’d take whatever he threw at her once they had the intel and found Tommy, provided he admitted to his own collusion in what had gone down that day with Hagar.

      Sucking in her irritation, both at his defiance and the fact he looked so damn good, she met Tessa and Spence’s eyes, then jutted her chin at the map. “You heard him.”

      Marching after her second, she left them scrambling to gather the equipment. They didn’t have much, didn’t need much, which was typical for their missions. The less stuff, the better. They had to move like cats in the night. Predatory cats. Unseen and unheard.

      She jogged to catch Dec before the others could. “You can be an asshole to me all you want once we’re done.” Seething internally, she still managed to keep her outward expression neutral and unfazed. Her gaze pinned the beam spotlighting their way as they walked side by side. “But right now, I give the orders, and you follow them. Clear?”

      His response was barely more than a grunt. “Don’t be stupid, Meg. You aren’t going in alone. You need me to watch your six.”

      “Your alpha caveman may believe so, but I’m perfectly capable of taking care of my back, front, and all other sides of me. If things go wrong, I’ll call you in, but until you get word from me, you stand down. I don’t need to worry about you or them”—she cocked her head to the others, now a yard behind—“getting hurt.”

      “Flynn told me after the funeral that you’d always bust my balls, but I thought you’d rise above it. Especially in a situation like this. Put the mission above personal feelings for me.”

      Who was busting whose balls? They swung left, heading in the direction of the former embassy. A turn-of-the-century mansion had been converted into offices and dignitary quarters. The Architect, in her brilliance, had used a long-ago forgotten underground passage, much like the sewers, to connect it to the modern structure now being invaded. That was Meg’s way in.

      And out.

      She hoped. “Insubordination won’t be tolerated.”

      He snorted, his long stride making it difficult for her to keep up. “Fuck that. This team has already lost one member. We’re not losing you, too.”

      Her fingers went to the pendant at her collarbone. The one item she had that had been Jessica’s. Grateful that Flynn couldn’t see or hear them at the moment because they were underground, she still felt his judgment, as well as Jessie’s. Jessie had been a team player and too damn willing to die for her country—one of the reasons the CIA had tried to ensure she didn’t. Flynn had counted on Meg to keep her from sacrificing herself.

      Meg had failed.

      The tunnels were full of sounds that added to its haunting atmosphere. She wasn’t concerned with any of those or the ghost stories rampant in Romania about vampires lurking in the shadows. Jessica’s spirit, however, seemed to breathe down her neck. “That’s not only simplistic reasoning, it’s illogical. This situation and the previous one have nothing in common.”

      One of the reasons Meg was good at her job was because she never assumed any fact was true. While it seemed contrary to logic, throughout history, people had assumed that a belief was fact and fact was reality. Facts were rarely what they appeared to be.

      A mission that depended on something that hadn’t been verified with her own eyes left a lot of ways things could turn into a goatfuck. The tunnel to the previous embassy could have collapsed. The way in might be impossible to breach, even though it now sat empty. The underground entrance at the new building would definitely be locked and secured. Luckily, Tessa knew the security code—unless it had been changed in the past few months.

      A dozen other variables could also cause problems.

      Having Dec as her second had always made sense. He was the Holmes to her Watson—cunning, although impulsive, and he had the ability to outsmart everyone, with the exception of her. While she was OCD with details, he was quick on his feet and went with whatever presented itself. He saw the big picture; she broke everything into smaller parts.

      She planned for every contingency; he didn’t feel the need, constantly adapting in the moment. He provided the team with any and all scenarios because she needed it, not because he did.

      It drove her insane.

      He drove her insane.

      He pulled up short and faced her. “We’re the common denominator, Meg. The Black Swans.” He lowered his voice. “You and me.”

      If not for the shadows, she would have sworn his eyes softened when he said it.

      Her pulse quickened. Her heart squeezed.

      You and me.

      How many times had he said that to her during a mission? How many times had she silently repeated it back to him?

      “We’re part of a team,” she corrected. “You need to remember that.”

      “The way you’re acting right now suggests differently. It’s okay to rely on others, Meg.”

      She sucked in a breath. Pinched the pendant between her finger and thumb hard enough to make it hurt. Relying on others meant giving up control. When had that ever worked for her?

      The only person she could count on was herself.

      But he was right there, alive and breathing, and she’d been so lonely…

      So filled with grief.

      Self-righteous anger.

      “It wasn’t your fault,” he said, as if reading her mind.

      She shoved at the grief and pain, a habit now. They reared their heads every day, and sometimes, it was an exercise in futility to stomp them back into that deep hole she’d dug for them.

      But she’d had a lot of practice. “She counted on me. There’s no one else to blame.”

      His expression tightened at that. “We both know you blame me for choosing you over her. Just admit it.”

      Is that what he thought? In the beginning, yes, she railed at him, the horror of it too much for her to handle. She’d blamed everybody else, even though the therapist reminded her that the person who did the deed was Hagar. He was the killer, not her. Not Dec.

      Not Flynn or the CIA.

      Not anyone but the terrorist.

      It had been meant as a lifeline that the doctor had thrown her, but no matter how she tried to grab hold of it, it slipped through her fingers. The voice in her head said differently, and taunted her every minute of every day. My fault. My fault. My fault.

      “I should’ve figured out a way to get you both out,” he said.

      For a heartbeat, the grief eased. A sensation she’d forgotten flooded through her.

      She wasn’t alone.

      He was here, and he understood.

      Yes. He, out of all of them, understood. She and Dec had been there, had witnessed what had happened up close and personal. Had shared in the responsibility.

      In the aftermath, he’d stormed in. Rescued her as Hagar’s death squad helped him escape.

      Dec had covered Jessie’s body.

      In the following weeks, Meg and Dec had tackled the debriefings together. He’d shown up each day for her PT. Had made sure she had groceries in her fridge when she finally went home.

      Life. He’d breathed life into her again.

      But the oily stickiness of grief would not leave her be. She couldn’t handle it. Guilt ate her up. She’d pushed him away. Channeled all of it into hate.

      Hate for herself.

      Hate for him saving her instead of Jessie.

      As he moved closer, helplessness clawed at her throat and burned in her mouth. All the things she’d never said. Those emotions she had kept smothered down in that hole threatening to erupt. A sound came out of her mouth before she could clamp her teeth together.

      He grabbed her arm and tugged her to him in an embrace. She froze. Through his jacket, she heard his heartbeat. Strong. Solid. His arms held her up, not allowing her weak legs to crumple.

      Muscle memory kicked in, her mind flashing back to all the times she’d allowed him to embrace her. Had welcomed it. Her muscles relaxed, and her mind let go of the need to control.

      Life—living—flooded her system.

      She gasped in a deep breath.

      “I’ve got you,” he whispered into her hair. “Like it or not.”

      Tears burned in her eyes. Damn it.

      He’d done it to her again. Reduced her carefully constructed barrier to rubble.

      The sound of footsteps saved her. She blinked, pushed against his chest to put distance between them. “Yes, well.” She dashed at the tear that seeped from the corner of an eye. “Like it or not, I’m still lead on this. One person—me—in and out before anyone realizes it.”

      Spence and Tessa caught up. “Like Sarajevo,” Spence said.

      Meg nodded. A clean mission. One of the early ones and the best for BSD. They’d worked together seamlessly because everyone knew their role and stuck to it. “Exactly like that.”

      “But I know the place like the back of my hand,” Tessa argued. “You need me to be your GPS.”

      She wasn’t wrong, but there was no way Meg could risk it. Flynn hadn’t okayed her being part of this op and would kick Meg’s ass when she returned for involving her. Maybe that was precisely why she should take Tessa in with her.

      Tessa pointed a finger at Meg’s face. “I see that light in your eyes, girl. You know I’m right.”

      “Let me think on it.” They had nearly five kilometers to cover yet. “We need to keep moving.”

      Two motorbikes waited at the spot Lee had agreed to. Meg hid her surprise that he’d come through but doubted either would start when she looked them over. Pure crap on two wheels. She tried the starter on one. It grunted, turned over, died.

      Dec ran his hands over the engine, tracing lines to the brakes, gas tank, headlight. Those hands…she couldn’t tear her eyes from them, the way they caressed the bike like a lover.

      Dropping to the ground, he fiddled with something under the engine she couldn’t see. “Give me some light.”

      Spence bent and did so. Declan’s face was a mix of harsh illumination and thick shadows as he tinkered with something. He slid out and brushed his hands on his jeans. “Try it now.”

      The tiny beast roared to life.

      Still unsettled from his embrace and those words, Meg tried to block them out as he climbed on behind her.

      She protested. “You and Spence take the second bike. Tessa rides with me.”

      “Spence and I together on either of these might be too much,” he said over the engine noise.

      “Yeah,” Spence agreed, helping Tessa on behind him. “But he’s at fighting weight, just so you know.”

      He winked; Declan flipped him the bird.

      Whatever that was about.

      Throat tight, she ignored her pounding pulse as Dec’s muscled thighs framed hers. The tight fit forced him right up against her back. “You sure you don’t want me to drive?” he asked in her ear.

      Unable to form a snappy comeback, she jetted off down the tunnel as her reply.

      Away they went, headlights only creating enough brightness for them to see a few yards at a time. With one arm around her waist, Dec used his flashlight to pick up more. Concentrating was nearly fruitless. His lips next to her ear raised goose flesh on her skin as he issued directions. Her ass sat cradled between his legs. Her pulse raced as fast as the bike at the feel of him snugged up against nearly every part of her.

      It’s only the mission.

      Her adrenaline and pounding pulse could be explained.

      She hadn’t been undercover in a year.

      The last mission had gone to hell.

      It was expected that she might be excited.

      Yeah, right.

      Blowing out a controlled breath, she forced herself to focus.

      The five-plus kilometers to the embassy’s underground entrance was an obstacle course of people, trash, and junk. They stopped a hundred yards from the connection of the public tunnel to a smaller secondary passage, and left the bikes to hike the rest of the way on foot.

      A large slab of metal was hidden behind a deserted pump station. The smell alone was enough to make her gag and hold her breath. No outside force could breach what appeared to be a wall from this side, but on the other side was a security-coded lock.

      Tessa cracked her knuckles like a thief about to break into a safe. She trailed a hand along the left side of the metal jamb, eyes closed and lips moving in a silent conversation. Her fingers stopped. She tapped a section of stone. “Here.”

      Spence yanked out a handheld device. “Give me a minute to access the system and⁠—”

      Meg stayed his hand. Tessa drew them back, nodding at Dec. A good thief—a good spy—would take a careful approach, knowing if they damaged the security system, it would trigger alarms. Since this embassy was abandoned, there was no need for finesse. “Shoot it.”

      He frowned. “The rock here has to be three feet thick, maybe more.”

      “Nah,” Tessa said. “They drilled a hollow trench around the sides and top to run wires for the keypad and cameras. If you hit this spot,”—she pointed where her hand had just been—“the rock will shatter. It’s as thin as your phone.”

      They covered their ears as he pointed his Glock at the spot. It took two bullets, but it did indeed shatter. The second one also blew a hole in the embedded square containing the locking system on the inside. He used a hand to knock bits of stone away, grabbed the box, and yanked it through to their side.

      Spence pocketed his device and rubbed his hands together. “Come to Daddy.” He jerked wires from their connections and tapped their ends together as if hot-wiring a car. There was a spark, and the door slid open. His smile was triumphant. “Voila.”

      Once they were all inside, he closed it up again and pulled the box through.

      “Disable it,” Meg instructed.

      He jutted his chin forward in that way of his, telling her he didn’t follow her logic. “What if we have to use this passage as an exit?”

      “Our exit strategy is above ground.” She scanned the dark hallway. Nothing flashy, but at least it didn’t stink. LED lights were spaced at equal intervals. Cameras, too. Flynn and Del were undoubtedly tapped into the embassy’s video feed, so she waved. She hit her comm but only heard static. At least Flynn couldn’t yell at her.

      Yet.

      Spence’s chin stayed cocked, his brain ready to argue. Declan grabbed the box and jerked the wires out, severing their connection. “I’ll take the lead until we reach the entrance.”

      He took off at a fast clip before she could pull a Spence and argue. She motioned for the others to follow him, suppressing an eye roll while she brought up the rear.

      “The new embassy doesn’t have a weapons room,” Tessa told them. “My best option is to relieve one of the police officers of a rifle.”

      “You find what you need and get to the building across the street,” Meg ordered.

      “Roger, that,” she said as if she were about to go on a carnival ride. She may have left the Agency for quieter pastures, but the spy she’d been was still inside, hopping with excitement like a junkie who’d fallen off the wagon, anticipating their next fix.

      Meg wished she felt that way. For her, all that buzzed in her veins was dread.
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      He shouldn’t have touched her. She was like a skittish colt, and he’d pushed her too far too fast.

      But damn, he hadn’t been able to help himself. On the bike, feeling her tucked against him, his arm around her waist, he’d nearly lost control. She smelled of vanilla and cinnamon, with just a hint of some flower he couldn’t name. The end of her ponytail had kept brushing across his face, and he’d wanted to bury his nose against her neck, the soft skin there vulnerable and on display to him.

      After months of being cut off from her, it had overwhelmed his senses. With only a few layers of material between his dick and her ass, it had been all he could do to keep his phone straight enough for the flashlight to help guide them.

      If she’d felt his hardness, she hadn’t let on. She hadn’t acted affected at all, in fact. She’d remained tense and on alert—as she should have given the circumstances.

      But that’s exactly what had tipped him off—she was too tense, too rigid. She wasn’t about to admit that she felt anything for him other than loathing.

      Maybe he was a fool to believe otherwise.

      As they entered the former embassy, nothing but the shell of what it had once been, he forced himself to refocus his thoughts on the task at hand. He couldn’t allow the past to matter right now. If they were to succeed, all of them had to be hyperaware.

      The empty building was more like a three-story home, and the ghosts of its former employees seemed to hover in the corners. The storms sweeping through the city had lightened only slightly, rivulets of water tracking down the windows.

      As they slipped from room to room, dust motes danced in the beams of their phone lights. Whatever security system had been in place was no longer active, but Del and Flynn were once more able to speak to them through their comms.

      “Loch Ness, this is Swan One,” Meg said, hailing their boss. “We are on approach to the target. Over.”

      “Swan One, this is Loch Ness,” Del responded. “We read you loud and clear and have you in our sights. Over.”

      “Swan Two, what is your entry plan?” Flynn asked. He wasn’t much for radio etiquette.

      Tessa responded before Declan could answer. “Through the tunnel between the former embassy and the new one.” When the three of them looked at her, she cringed. “Sorry, this is Black Swan…um, Four, I guess? Hey, commander.”

      Meg looked away. Black Swan Four had been Jessie’s designation.

      Flynn growled. “Architect, you are to stand down.”

      Tessa straightened. “You’re kidding, right? I’m your ace in the hole.”

      “You no longer work for me. You cannot be part of this mission, as Swan One knows full well.”

      There was a message there. Maybe even a threat. Meg didn’t seem to care.

      Arguing was wasting time. Declan tapped his mike. “This is Swan Two. Entry will be through the tunnel connecting both embassies. Swan One and I will use it to access the target and locate the red bag. Three and The Architect will remain in positions outside. Over.”

      “Exit plan?” Flynn asked, ignoring his mention of Tessa being involved.

      He didn’t have one. He had several. Always did. Which their boss knew. He was simply checking off the boxes on his mission list. “Exit plan one, retrace our steps. Exit plan two, use an available ground floor escape route. Exit plan three, rooftop evac.”

      “That would require a helicopter, or have you developed wings and can fly?”

      “Pegasus has been activated, has it not? Over.”

      Meg narrowed her eyes. She’d believed they’d be on their own once they’d secured the USB.

      Flynn chuckled. “On the off chance you do not need a daring rooftop rescue, they’ll be stationed three clicks south. Loch Ness will provide the coordinates. You have until sixteen hundred hours to meet up with them. If you blow that window, you’ll have to find your own ride home.”

      He set the timer on his watch. “Roger that.”

      “Do we still have eyes inside the embassy?” Spence asked.

      Del responded. “Hit and miss. Cables have been damaged. At least one server has been destroyed, possibly on purpose by the staff to avoid intel falling into enemy hands. Most sections of the compound have no active security cameras as this point, but we have satellite imagery. The Chief of Mission left yesterday, but there are employees stranded inside.”

      Could be better, could be worse.

      “Loch Ness, we’ll keep airwaves open as much as we can,” Meg told them, “but may end up going dark if necessary.”

      “Roger that,” Del said.

      “Godspeed,” Flynn said. “I look forward to buying some of you a drink upon your return.”

      And kicking the rest of you in the ass, it went without saying.

      With that, the comms went silent.

      “There was a small armory here in the west wing,” Tessa told them. “Should we check it in case anything was left behind?”

      “Yeah, let’s,” Spence said, motioning her to accompany him.

      When they’d disappeared, Meg chewed the inside of her cheek, staring into the basement where the next underground trip awaited. “What do you say we call a truce? Just for this mission.”

      He’d rather have forgiveness, but maybe this was the first step toward that. “The mission comes first.”

      She gave him a measured glance. “I want your word that if things go belly up like they did previously with Hagar, you will not put me ahead of the others.”

      So that’s what she meant by a truce.

      He couldn’t do that. “I thought you were the leader.”

      “I am, and that’s my order.”

      Arguing with her was stupid, but he couldn’t help himself. “A team without its leader is not a team. The success of the mission depends on you. Every one of us knows that and accepts it. Jessie did, too. “

      She raised a hand as if to shield herself from his words. “From here on out, we do not speak of her. Not until this is over and everyone is safe back at Langley. The stakes are too high.”

      She was right. Their total attention had to be on the present, not the past. He gave a resentful nod. “A truce until we’re all back on US soil. Then, you and I are going to have it out. Once and for all.”

      He dug a flat, black carrier from his jacket pocket and laid it on one of the dusty desks. As he unzipped it and brought out the contents, he felt her slip up behind him.

      “What is all that?” she asked.

      “Spence isn’t the only kid with a bag of magic tools.” He picked up a sleek, silver device, slightly bigger than a lipstick tube. “Meet Vishie IV, the latest development in mini-lasers, courtesy of Del and R&D.”

      “Looks like a kitchen torch. Does it melt things?”

      She’d probably enjoy that. She always had a thing for fire. “It’s a non-lethal laser designed to temporarily blind targets. Aim, fire, and they’re blinded long enough for you to make a move. Won’t cause permanent damage, just enough to impair their vision up to five minutes.”

      She twisted the tube, inspecting it. Then held it up and fired the laser using the button on the side of the wall. The beam flashed a strobe of colors on the dingy paint. “And the range?”

      “Effective up to twenty feet,” he told her. “Less than three, and you’ll risk burning your target’s retina.”

      She nodded, twisting it closed and slipping it into the pocket of her army green jacket. That damn thing.

      He couldn’t believe she still wore it but understood the significance. It had belonged to her dad, a former Delta force member. He’d died before he got to see his only daughter graduate from The Farm and become one of the CIA’s most trusted and valuable weapons.

      Meg was always collecting souvenirs of those she’d loved and lost.

      “What else?” she asked, fingering what looked like a compact handgun with an unusual muzzle.

      He handed it to her. “Ultrasonic weapon. It will admit a targeted, high-frequency soundwave that disrupts the inner ear. The target will feel nauseous and disoriented and may even end up incapacitated. Perfect for crowd control and close quarters, and while the effect is nearly instantaneous, it’s short-lived, so timing is everything.”

      She gave him a look that suggested she wanted to use it on him. He grinned, letting her know he could read her mind and knew she never would do it. He placed a set of earplugs to protect herself from the weapon.

      She found a place for those and the weapon. “Where are your toys?”

      He tucked the bag away and patted his own pockets. “We get in, grab the USB, and get out.”

      “Ghosts,” she agreed. “Although, for the record? You should let me do this.”

      Spence and Tessa returned, disappointment written on their faces. “Not even a swizzle stick left,” Spence said. “Bloody wankers could’ve left us something.”

      Tessa scanned the grouping of desks. “Check under every drawer and behind every file cabinet. There’s got to be some forgotten, hidden gun here somewhere. This place wasn’t simply phased out. It was shut down in a twenty-four-hour period. Everyone moved to the new embassy in a rush.”

      “Why?” Spence asked.

      “A group of unhappy nationalists decided to stage a protest and let us know,” Meg told him.

      Tessa nodded. “It was in our best interests to make the move quickly and efficiently.” She began checking under the nearest desk. “Which is why I’m guessing a few things might have been forgotten.”

      “We don’t have time for a thorough search,” Declan said. “We move now and use what we’ve got.”

      Tessa and Spence looked at Meg.

      He held his breath, waiting for her to override the order. He could see it in her eyes—the desire to do it, even though it was exactly what she wanted the others to do.

      He quirked a brow. Truce, remember?

      Her gaze darted away, and well, would you look at that—she gave a nod of confirmation.

      Spence headed for the basement, his boots pounding down the stairs. “Comms might be spotty. We’ll do our best to cover you.”

      The basement floor was stone and smelled of mildew and rot. A rodent had died in the corner, its bones stark against the damp foundation.

      A rusted metal door was somewhat camouflaged behind a shelf on wheels, containing a few random office supplies left behind. “That’s it,” Tessa said. “That’s the egress to the passageway.”

      It was locked and covered with cobwebs. Declan knocked them away and contemplated the electronic keypad. Could he shoot this one, too, to gain access, or would destroying it also destroy their chances of entry?

      “I’ve got it,” Spence said, digging out his phone. He tapped at the screen, bringing it close to the keypad.

      “The batteries might be dead,” Meg said.

      “These are muli-use.” Spence waved his phone around the top and bottom. “They can use electricity but also have an internal battery in case of a power outage.”

      “I didn’t design this entry, but smart locks have been around for a while.” Tessa grinned as they heard the thunk of a deadbolt slamming back. “And they have a manual override.”

      Dec motioned Spence back and listened. No sound came from the other side. The hinges groaned when he pulled the metal open, keeping his frame a shield just in case. He didn’t expect a surprise, but best to anticipate one anyway.

      Only darkness met his eyes. Total nothingness, as if he were blind.

      The odors of mildew and dead things stuffed their way up his nose. Far off in the distance, he picked up faint sounds. The rioting? This passage was acting like a funnel for the noise.

      Meg squeezed in beside him. “We need night vision.”

      He fished out his phone and thumbed on the flashlight. “We’ll make do.”

      A much smaller tunnel came into view—almost too small. He wouldn’t be able to walk standing up.

      Tessa made a face as the wave of rot and mold hit her. “Gross.”

      “Be ready for anything,” Meg said, stepping across the threshold. “Without security cameras and no way of knowing who or what might have been exploring this place regardless of that lock, we might run into a surprise or two.”

      Declan followed, ducking his head. “Surprises are what we do best.”

      The absolute darkness felt like a suffocating blanket, the air so stagnant it made breathing difficult. The passage was pure stone, carved out centuries ago. It grew narrower, forcing him to turn sideways at various points to get his shoulders through. Spence had to do the same.

      Meg took his phone and forced them to slow as she peeked around a bend. A rat scurried by, disturbed by the light, and she jumped.

      “God, I hate rats,” Spence said.

      Tessa watched the thing disappear into the gloom. “Pocket dogs are highly intelligent and capable of forming emotional bonds with their owners. They have excellent memories, can handle complex tasks, and show empathy toward other animals.”

      An odd silence fell as they all stared at her.

      She shrugged. “What?”

      “Pocket dogs?” Spence echoed.

      “Out of all of that, that’s what you got?” She rolled her eyes.

      Declan grabbed the phone. Meg held on. “Let me scout ahead,” he said to her.

      “No.” She wouldn’t let go. “We stay together, no matter what, until we get to the embassy.”

      Damn bullheaded woman.

      Water dripped from a crack in the bend as she continued on, turning her back on him. A portion of the wall had crumbled, filling their path with mud and stones.

      “Surprise number one,” Spence muttered.

      “Don’t suppose you have a shovel in your bag of magic tricks,” Meg muttered to Declan.

      “We’ll have to go back,” he said. “We’ll look for a tool to dig our way through.”

      She climbed the hill of mud, shining the light through a tiny opening at the top of the debris. “I can squeeze through.” Turning, she flipped him the phone and pulled out hers, flicking on its light. “This is where we part ways.”

      “The hell we do,” he said.

      Spence reached for her. “Meg, don’t you dare!”

      Tessa shimmied out of her bulky jacket, pushing it through behind Meg, flashing both men a grin over her shoulder, and flopping onto all fours to follow.

      Declan growled loud enough to startle another rat, gripping Tessa by the ankles and hauling her back. “Fuck that. Meg!” he yelled through the opening, spotting her in the light bouncing off the walls beyond the mudslide. “Get your ass back here.”

      “When I have the USB,” she told him. “Ghosts, remember? In and out. Be ready to join me at the evac site.”

      He stretched an arm toward her, his head clipping one of the overhead rocks. “We’re a team, goddammit. We do this together.”

      The light faded to nothing as she gave him one last glance and took off running.

    

  

OEBPS/images/bpp-logo.jpg
Beach

. Path
Publishing






This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/bsd-box-cover.jpg
— {BLACK SWAN DIVISION}F———

COLLECTION

BOOKS -3

USA TODAY BES TSELLIALG

=MISTY EVANS

ano NOLAN EVANS







