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The Assignment
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Samantha Harper adjusted her glasses—fake, of course, because nothing screamed “I’m not a spy” like a pair of chunky frames—and stared at the steel-gray door of Conference Room B at CIA Headquarters. The Langley air was thick with the scent of burnt coffee and bureaucracy, and Sam was already regretting her third cup of the stuff. Her boss, Director Helen Voss, had summoned her with the kind of cryptic email that could mean anything from “you’re fired” to “here’s a suicide mission, have fun.” Knowing Voss, it was probably the latter.

Sam pushed open the door, her boots clicking on the linoleum. Inside, Voss sat at a long table, her silver bob as sharp as her reputation. Across from her was a projector screen displaying a photo of a man who looked like he’d just stepped out of a campaign ad: chiseled jaw, dark hair with a hint of wave, and a smile that could sell toothpaste to a hermit. Senator Ethan Caldwell, the caption read. Sam’s stomach did a little flip, which she promptly blamed on the coffee.

“Agent Harper,” Voss said, not looking up from her tablet. “Sit. We’ve got a problem.”

Sam slid into a chair, tossing her leather jacket over the back. “When don’t we? Let me guess—world’s ending, and I’m the only one who can stop it?”

Voss’s lips twitched, the closest she ever got to a smile. “Close. We’ve got a leak. Classified intel’s been trickling to foreign entities, and the trail leads to Senator Ethan Caldwell.”

Sam glanced at the screen again. Ethan’s photo was now zoomed in on his stupidly perfect face, his green eyes practically twinkling. “This guy? He looks like he spends his days rescuing puppies and kissing babies.”

“Don’t be fooled,” Voss said, tapping her tablet to pull up a dossier. “Caldwell’s a rising star in Congress. Charismatic, clean record, veterans’ advocate. But his office has access to sensitive defense briefings, and we’ve intercepted communications suggesting he’s passing information. We need someone inside his campaign to confirm.”

Sam leaned back, crossing her arms. “And I’m the lucky gal because...?”

“Because you’re the best at blending in, Harper. You’ve got a knack for making people trust you, even when you’re lying through your teeth.” Voss slid a folder across the table. “Your cover: Sophie Hart, campaign manager. Perky, organized, loves yoga and kale smoothies. You start tomorrow.”

Sam groaned, flipping open the folder. A fake ID stared back at her, complete with a photo of her smiling like she’d just won a bake-off. “Sophie Hart? Really? I look like I sell artisanal candles. And kale smoothies? I’d rather drink motor oil.”

“Adapt,” Voss said, her tone drier than the Sahara. “Caldwell’s campaign is in D.C. You’ll report to me weekly. Get close, get evidence, don’t get caught. Questions?”

Sam scanned the dossier. Ethan Caldwell, 36, junior senator from Virginia. Former lawyer, lost his brother in Afghanistan, pushed for veterans’ healthcare reform. No scandals, no DUIs, not even a parking ticket. Suspiciously squeaky clean. “This guy’s too perfect,” she muttered. “What’s his deal? Secretly a supervillain? Collects creepy dolls?”

Voss stood, signaling the meeting was over. “That’s what you’re going to find out. Don’t screw this up, Harper. And lose the sarcasm—it doesn’t suit Sophie.”

Sam saluted mockingly. “Yes, ma’am. Time to channel my inner cheerleader.”

Twenty-four hours later, Sam was Sophie Hart, standing in a crowded D.C. convention center, clutching a clipboard and wearing a blazer that screamed “I’m here to organize your life!” Her auburn hair was swept into a high ponytail, and she’d swapped her combat boots for heels that were already plotting her demise. The room buzzed with campaign volunteers, their energy a mix of caffeine and blind optimism. Banners proclaiming “Caldwell for Change” hung everywhere, and Sam resisted the urge to roll her eyes. Change? Please. Every politician promised that, right before they tripped over their own egos.

Her mission was simple: infiltrate Ethan’s inner circle, dig for dirt, and report back. Simple, except for the part where she had to pretend to care about voter demographics and fundraising goals. She’d rather be defusing a bomb.

“Sophie Hart?” a voice called, smooth and warm, like honey over gravel.

Sam turned, and there he was—Ethan Caldwell, in the flesh, striding toward her. The photos didn’t do him justice. He was tall, broad-shouldered, with a navy suit that fit like it was tailored by angels. His smile was disarming, and those green eyes locked onto her with an intensity that made her forget her fake name for a split second.

“Uh, yep, that’s me!” she said, cringing at the chirpy tone. Sophie Hart was perky. Sam Harper was not. “You must be Senator Caldwell.”

“Ethan, please.” He extended a hand, and she shook it, noting the firm grip and the way his thumb brushed her knuckles just a tad too long. “Welcome to the circus. I hear you’re our new campaign manager. Impressive resume—Harvard, two Senate campaigns, and... a passion for community outreach?”

Sam plastered on a smile, mentally cursing whoever wrote her cover story. “Oh, absolutely! Nothing gets me going like grassroots organizing. And, uh, yoga. Love yoga.” She was going to kill Voss.

Ethan raised an eyebrow, his smile turning playful. “Yoga, huh? You don’t strike me as the ‘namaste’ type.”

Her heart skipped, but she laughed it off. “Oh, you’d be surprised. I’m all about inner peace and... stretchy pants.” Smooth, Sam. Real smooth.

He chuckled, and the sound did inconvenient things to her pulse. “Well, Sophie, you’re in for a ride. This campaign’s a mess—half the staff thinks the other half’s plotting a coup, and our social media guy keeps tweeting cat memes.”

“Cat memes?” Sam asked, genuinely curious despite herself.

“Long story. Come on, I’ll introduce you to the team.” He gestured toward a cluster of volunteers, and she followed, clipboard clutched like a shield. His cologne—something woodsy and expensive—wafted her way, and she mentally slapped herself. Focus, Harper. He’s a target, not a Tinder match.

The campaign team was a zoo. There was Jake, the intern who mainlined espresso and called everyone “dude”; Marissa, the scheduler who whispered about Russian bots; and Tyler, the social media guy who proudly showed Sam a meme of a cat in a tiny campaign hat. “It got 3,000 likes,” he said, like he’d just cured cancer.

Ethan leaned close, his breath warm against her ear. “Don’t let Tyler rope you into his TikTok ideas. Last week, he tried to get me to do a dance challenge.”

Sam snorted before she could stop herself, then covered it with a cough. “Noted. No dancing senators on my watch.”

“Smart woman,” he said, winking. Winking. Who did that in real life? And why was it working on her?

The rally kicked off, and Ethan took the stage, his charisma filling the room like oxygen. He spoke about veterans, healthcare, and hope, and the crowd ate it up. Sam watched, half-listening, half-analyzing. He was good—too good. Nobody was this sincere without a catch. She scanned his posture, his gestures, looking for tells. A nervous tic, a glance at a handler, anything. Nada. Just a guy who looked like he genuinely believed in his cause. Which made him dangerous.

After the speech, Ethan found her backstage, loosening his tie. “So, Sophie, first impressions? Am I doomed, or do we have a shot at re-election?”

She hesitated, caught off guard by his directness. “You’re... persuasive. The crowd loves you. But your staff’s a hot mess, and your messaging needs focus. No offense.”

“None taken.” He grinned, leaning against a wall. “I like honesty. Rare in this town.”

Her stomach twisted. Honesty? She was the least honest person in the room. “Yeah, well, I call it like I see it,” she said, forcing a smile. “What’s next, boss?”

“Dinner with the team. Pizza, nothing fancy. You in?”

“Pizza’s my love language,” she said, then winced internally. Love language? Get it together, Sam.

“Mine too,” Ethan said, his eyes crinkling. “Pepperoni or bust.”

“Pineapple,” she shot back, just to mess with him.

He clutched his chest, mock-horrified. “Sophie Hart, you’re a monster.”

She laughed, and for a moment, she forgot she was lying. Forgot she was here to dig up his secrets. Forgot that falling for a target was the dumbest move in the spy handbook.

As they headed to the pizza place, Sam’s phone buzzed—a text from Voss: Intel update: Caldwell met with a foreign contact last week. Get closer. Now.

Sam’s smile faded. She glanced at Ethan, joking with Jake about pizza toppings, and felt a pang of something she couldn’t name. Guilt? Attraction? Both? Whatever it was, it was trouble. She shoved her phone in her pocket and followed him, her heels clicking like a countdown to disaster.
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Campaign Chaos
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Samantha Harper—make that Sophie Hart—stood in the middle of Ethan Caldwell’s campaign headquarters, wondering if she’d accidentally infiltrated a reality show instead of a political operation. The D.C. office was a converted loft, all exposed brick and optimism, but it felt like a circus had exploded. Volunteers darted around like caffeinated squirrels, phones buzzed incessantly, and a whiteboard covered in half-erased slogans screamed “We’re trying!” Sam clutched her clipboard, her lifeline as Sophie, and tried to look like she belonged. Her blazer itched, her ponytail felt like a betrayal of her soul, and her heels were staging a full-on mutiny. Day one, and I’m already plotting my escape, she thought.

The night before, at the pizza dinner, she’d survived Ethan’s charm offensive—barely. His easy laugh and insistence on splitting the last slice had left her with a dangerous case of butterflies. Now, she had to focus: get close to Ethan, dig for evidence of his alleged leaks, and not get distracted by his stupidly perfect jawline. Easy. Except the office was chaos incarnate, and Sophie Hart was supposed to wrangle it.

“Sophie!” a voice chirped, and Sam turned to see Jake, the espresso-addicted intern, holding a tray of coffee cups like a sacred offering. “You want a latte? I got, like, six. Dude, this place is wild.”

Sam forced a smile, channeling Sophie’s perky vibe. “Thanks, Jake, but I’m good. Maybe save one for the senator?”

“Ethan? Nah, he’s a black-coffee guy. Says lattes are for people who hate themselves.” Jake grinned, spilling a bit of foam on his sneakers. “You settling in okay? Need a tour?”

“I’ve got it,” she said, dodging another volunteer who was carrying a stack of posters and muttering about font sizes. “Just... getting the lay of the land.”

The land was a mess. Desks overflowed with flyers, a printer jammed with a high-pitched wail, and someone had taped a “Caldwell for Change” bumper sticker to a potted plant. Sam spotted Marissa, the scheduler, hunched over her laptop, whispering, “The algorithms are watching us.” Great. A conspiracy theorist. Then there was Tyler, the social media guru, who was filming a boomerang of himself tossing gummy bears into his mouth. Sam made a mental note: if Ethan was leaking intel, this crew wasn’t helping his cover.

Her phone buzzed—a text from Director Voss: Status update. Find anything yet? Sam typed back, Day 1. Office is a zoo. Caldwell’s too charming. Suspicious? Voss’s reply was instant: Charm is a weapon. Stay sharp. Sam sighed, pocketing her phone. Voss was right. Ethan’s charisma was a red flag, like a magician distracting you while he picked your pocket.
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