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  About the Mission


Spycraft: Like a normal job, but with the very real possibility of ending up on a Most Wanted poster. 
Most career paths start with an interview; in the CIA, it begins with a Blackout Exam. For Samantha and Lizzie Brown, it’s the only thing standing between their trainee status and a life of international intrigue (and hopefully a better dental plan). The catch: they have to go dark. No backup, no handlers, and absolutely no sisterly brainstorming sessions allowed.
While Lizzie is living her best spy life—photographing covert handoffs in a sun-drenched Brazilian soccer stadium—Samantha is stuck in a rainy German forest on a never-ending stakeout, questioning every life choice that led to a thermal underwear requirement. She’s one dead-drop away from a passing grade... until she hops into her extraction car and realizes the driver doesn't have a CIA badge, but he does have a very large gun.
Samantha is officially off the grid and out of time. The exam is no longer about a grade, it’s about not ending up in a shallow grave in the Black Forest. The how could be a problem. She could break the Blackout and call her infuriatingly handsome handler for a rescue, but she’d rather tackle a mercenary than hear his I told you so over a secure line.
Lizzie might be thousands of miles away, but when her Brazilian photo op reveals that the Blackout Exam is actually a hit list, she realizes that the sisters must break every rule in the CIA handbook to save each other.
Can the twins unmask a conspiracy before the CIA declares them MIA?


      [image: ]
Spycatcher Sisters Series Order

Book 1: If I Spy Young

Book 2: Easy as Spy

Book 3: Sleeping Ghosts Spy







  
  Prologue: Samantha

Black Forest, Germany. 9:33 pm Local Time


The dashboard GPS rerouted, letting out a soft chime and barking out German commands. 
I didn’t react immediately. There was no point in announcing that I’d noticed. Instead, I let my gaze drift, as though I were still decompressing from the mission, the adrenaline bleeding out of my system. The screen adjusted, recalculating the route with clinical efficiency.
Stuttgart Airport was south.
We headed west, deeper into the trees.
That’s when the first real warning hit—not as panic but as a quiet shift in alignment, like a compass needle correcting itself.
The heater in the sedan hummed with a low mechanical buzz, pushing lukewarm air through vents smelling faintly of dust and old upholstery. The Black Forest pressed in on both sides of the narrow road, a dense wall of frost-coated branches that swallowed the weak glow of the headlights. Snow clung to the edges of the asphalt in uneven ridges, reflecting enough light to make the darkness feel deliberate rather than empty.
The mission officially ended exactly sixty-two minutes earlier.
Four months of training led to this moment. One final evaluation. One final chance to prove I belonged at the top of the class.
Extraction had been textbook—so clean they could have filmed it for a Camp Peary seminar. I handed off the intel, cleared the checkpoint, and executed every protocol to the letter.
That was the point of the Blackout Exam. No handler. No partner. No safety net. Just you, the mission, and whatever happened when things went sideways.
For most cadets, the isolation sounded like a nightmare.
For me, not just preferable, but a recipe for success.
The ride back? The boring part. Procedural. Controlled. Safe.
As the vehicle swerved violently on the snowy road and my heart hammered against my ribs, safe felt like a punchline I didn't find remotely funny.
I leaned back into the seat, forcing my shoulders to relax, and studied the reflection in the side window. The driver’s posture remained unchanged. Both hands remained steady on the wheel, gaze fixed ahead. Professional. Unremarkable.
The man in the passenger seat was different.
He hadn’t looked back at me once, which in itself was a kind of attention. Most people checked their cargo either out of curiosity, habit, or instinct. He didn’t. He sat too still, like someone aware of being observed and choosing not to engage.
German murmurs drifted between them, low and clipped. I caught enough to know they weren’t discussing traffic or weather. My mind flashed back to the briefing documents I’d memorized back at the safehouse. The passenger said Flughafen—airport—but his tone was entirely too dismissive. Then came Wald. Forest. Followed by a sharp, commanding Nein.
I let my eyes close halfway, feigning exhaustion, and replayed the last ten minutes. I reconstructed the scene frame by frame: the sleek black sedan waiting idly at the snow-dusted intersection of Neckartalstraße and Pragstraße. The driver rolled down the window, casually flashing the proper tactical credentials, right down to the holographic security seal. The license plate digits—S-OS 4912—matched my brief perfectly. Nothing stood out at the time.
The car slowed as the road curved, tires crunching over a thin layer of ice. The forest thickened, branches arching overhead until the sky disappeared entirely. No ambient light. No nearby structures. No witnesses.
I was on my own.
The door handle felt cold under my fingers when I tested it, subtle enough that the movement might be mistaken for a shift in posture. Locked. I expected as much. Sealed windows, the controls centralized up front. No obvious weapon within reach. No easy leverage.
I shifted forward as though adjusting my seatbelt, letting my hand slide along the door until it hovered near the latch. Timing mattered more than force. Speed mattered more than strength. The road curved again ahead, tighter this time, the kind requiring the driver to ease off the accelerator whether he wanted to or not.
The car began to slow.
My hand snapped to the lock. The mechanism resisted for a fraction of a second before giving way with a sharp click. The passenger reacted immediately, twisting toward me, his hand reaching into his holster.
The door flew open, and the night rushed in, brutal and absolute. Cold air tore through the car, stealing breath and sound in the same instant.
Without a second glance, I dove into the dark.
The impact came hard and fast, the frozen ground unforgiving beneath my shoulder as I hit and rolled. Training took over where conscious thought couldn’t keep up, guiding the angle of my fall and the distribution of force. Pain flared along my side, sharp enough to register but not enough to stop me.
Tires screamed against the ice.
“Sie entkommt!” the passenger shrieked. “Schnapp sie dir!”
I pushed myself to my feet and ran.
The forest swallowed me within seconds. Branches clawed at my jacket, snow crunching underfoot as I cut between trees without a clear path, relying on instinct and distance rather than direction. My lungs burned in the cold air, each breath a reminder that I’d chosen motion over uncertainty and there was no going back.
I didn’t stop until the sounds behind me faded into nothing.
I kept moving, slowing only when the terrain forced me to. The ground dipped, roots hidden under the snow, the darkness so complete it made depth perception a liability. Eventually, I found a stretch of relative cover beneath a cluster of dense pines and let myself pause.
The silence was immediate and total.
No engine. No voices. No pursuit reached my ears.
That didn’t mean they weren’t out there.
I bent slightly, hands braced against my knees as I steadied my breathing. The cold worked its way through my clothes, settling into my bones with quiet efficiency. My shoulder throbbed with each pulse, a dull reminder of the hard landing.
I unzipped my tactical jacket and checked my pockets, tallying up my remaining pocket litter. Not much. The Blackout Exam made sure of that—no phone, no identification, no backup.
My only weapon was improvisation.
I straightened, forcing my mind back into alignment. Panic was inefficient. So was denial. The situation was what it was, and wishing for a different version of events wouldn’t change the variables.
Someone intercepted my extraction.
Whether they replaced the original team or inserted themselves along the route didn’t matter yet. What mattered was that they expected me to go quietly.
Their assumption had already cost them.
A flicker of movement caught my attention off to the left, subtle enough that I nearly missed it. I stilled, every sense narrowing, listening for confirmation.
Nothing.
Just the wind shifting through branches, carrying the faint scent of pine and ice.
Even if I’d had a way to call for backup, I wouldn’t have used it. The entire point of the exercise was to prove I didn’t need it. Besides, I knew I could handle this myself.
But the mission parameters had changed.
I turned deeper into the forest, choosing a direction based on terrain and probability rather than certainty. Roads meant exposure. Light meant risk. For now, distance was my only advantage.
If the CIA intended for this exercise to test my ability to operate without support, they were about to get their answer.
Because one way or another, I was finishing this mission.
The only variable I hadn't accounted for was people.
And people were always the hardest part.






  
  Chapter 1
Lizzie

Four Months Earlier


Camp Peary, York County, Virginia. 9:06 am
“I’ve always dreamed of Paris in the fall,” I whispered into my collar as I swirled a paper cup of lukewarm liquid. “The romance, the architecture, the chic fashion. Though I have to say, Samantha, the reality is a bit of a letdown.” 
I took a swig of the coffee and cringed. “And their espresso tastes suspiciously like bilge water from the USS Virginia.”
“Lizzie.” Samantha’s less-than-patient voice crackled through the earpiece, tight and professional. “You do realize the training officers take a word-for-word transcript of our mission communications.”
“I’m sure they’ll appreciate our witty repartee. Though heaven knows your delivery could use some polish. Give me some flair, Sam. We’re in the City of Lights.”
“We’re in York County, Virginia,” she corrected. “And my polish is fine. Now find the target.”
I sighed and scanned La Rue de Peary. The mock Parisian street stood as an uncanny valley masterpiece built on an isolated outdoor lot at the Farm. We trained at Camp Peary’s highly classified, deeply surreal version of a cobblestone street. If you didn’t look too closely, it was almost convincing.
Almost.
But the quaint wrought-iron balconies consisted of painted plywood. Foreign-language instructors played the moody locals. The French café signs had tiny text at the bottom that read Property of the U.S. Government. And the accordion music playing over hidden speakers looped every four minutes.
I tugged my earlobe, signaling my contact. “As if accordion music isn’t bad enough, we’re stuck with the same song over and over.”
“Can’t you block it out?” Samantha asked.
“That’s what I’m trying to do.” I winced. “It’s giving me a headache.”
My contact slid into the open seat at the Bistro Café. Irvin Devoreaux. The nerdy name didn’t tell the full story. He was a Division One college football player, over six feet tall and two hundred pounds of solid muscle.
Not bad as far as partners went.
He pulled a newspaper from the pocket of his trench coat and casually flagged down the waitress.
“Steer clear of the croissants,” I warned. “I nearly chipped a tooth.”
“Good to know.” He rubbed the top of his closely cropped black hair. “I’ll just take a cup of coffee.”
I cut my eyes toward the alleyway where the third member of our team, Melissa Carano, provided backup.
Fierce, intensely competitive, and an absolute warrior, she treated the fake training exercise like the final challenge for a million dollars. Knowing her, she was ready to physically tackle anyone who looked at me funny.
“How you doing, Mel?”
“Freezing my eyelashes off.” She huffed. “Let’s do this right so we can move up the leaderboard. I’m tired of listening to Sheryl’s bragging.”
I took another sip of the military-base sludge as we waited.
The past two months had mainly been spent in the classroom, the training facility, or the firing range. This was the first time they released the cadets into the wild for a simulated exercise, and much to Samantha’s chagrin, I was soaking it all in.
“You’re treating this high-stakes exercise like a trip to the mall,” she buzzed in my ear.
“That’s called calm professionalism.”
Devoreaux cracked a smile as he opened his newspaper. “I can’t believe I used to mix up you two.”
“It’s a lot easier to tell twins apart when one of them is evil, and the other is fun and charming.”
“This is an open channel. I can still hear you,” Samantha said.
I tilted toward my collar. “I know.”
Devoreaux thanked the waitress for the coffee and drained half the cup without tasting it. Smart move. “For the record, I agree with you about this music.”
“The only good sound an accordion makes is when it's falling down the stairs the moment before breaking.”
“I thought that was bagpipes,” Melissa whispered over the comms.
“Bagpipes make no good sounds.” My eyes cut to the fountain as a man in a beret passed by. “Heads up. This could be our target.”
He sat at the base of the fountain and removed a small package from the lining of his overcoat. He placed the bundle behind a loose stone and tossed a coin into the flowing water.
“That’s the signal,” Samantha said.
“He’s heading east and coming straight for you,” Melissa’s voice crackled through the comms, her thick New Jersey accent sharp with adrenaline. “C'mon, Lizzie. You got eyes on him or what?”
“You sound entirely too excited about this.”
“I am. McQueen caught three teams this morning. Total blowout.”
“And?”
“And I want to break his streak. Nobody shuts out our squad.” There was a brief, intense pause as Mel calibrated her position. “You want me to take him out? I can drop him in the alley before he even sees me. Say the word.”
“No, Mel. Everyone, hold your positions.” I glanced toward Devoreaux. “I’m going for the package. Watch my back?”
He creased the newspaper. “Always.”
I went for a slow, breezy stroll across the cobblestones, channeling a starry-eyed tourist who’d just stepped off the plane and was entirely prepared to fall in love with a mime. Pausing by the fountain, I whipped out my phone to snap a few aggressively enthusiastic photos of the water as my selfie backdrop—standard out-of-towner behavior. I maintained the whole golly, look at France persona right until I slid onto the stone bench the beret-wearing man had abandoned. Slipping my hand into a loose gap in the brickwork, my fingers found the flash drive. One smooth tug, a quick drop into my pocket, and I was one step closer to acing the course.
“Package secured.”
“Good.” Samantha’s voice crackled in my ear. “Now for the bad news. Red Team just deployed a surveillance tail, and Instructor McQueen is headed your way. If he spots you in the next three minutes—”
“We get a failing grade and must repeat Field Operations 101?” I shook my head. “Not happening. I need an exit strategy.”
“I can take McQueen out and give you time to bail,” Melissa said.
“No physical contact,” Samantha snapped. “This is a disappearing exercise.”
“You guys never let me have any fun,” Melissa grumbled.
“We should split up,” Devoreaux cut in. “Take evasive routes. If McQueen doesn’t know who has the drive, we stand a better chance of getting out.”
“It’s your call, Lizzie. This is your op,” Melissa said.
Protocols and classroom lectures filled my brain with a jumble of information. I ignored it all and let instinct take over. “Let’s do it.”
“I’ll distract Red Team,” Devoreaux said. By the time I glanced over at the bistro, he was already gone, slipping away like a cat into the night.
“McQueen is closing in fast,” Samantha hissed. “You need to move.”
A clothing rack outside a fake boutique became my tactical insertion point. I moved with the frantic energy of a game show contestant on a timer. In three fluid motions, I shed my jacket, snatched a neon-pink raincoat off a hanger, and wrapped a ridiculously oversized striped scarf around my hair. I gave the silk a quick knot under my chin, instantly transforming myself into a 60s starlet dodging the paparazzi in a vintage convertible. I topped it off with a pair of big round sunglasses from a nearby display, and suddenly, I was less trainee and more Audrey Hepburn on a Roman Holiday.
But simply changing one’s wardrobe wasn’t enough to avoid the detection of a seasoned spy. I needed to transform my persona, become someone new, and melt into the background.
My eyes darted to a sidewalk display outside the shop—a wooden artist's easel leaning against a stack of empty canvases.
Perfect.
I tucked the folded easel under my arm like my most prized possession.
McQueen was searching for Lizzie Sawyer, a promising young operative fleeing the bad guys and desperate to reach her extraction point. But Lisette was a local artist in absolutely no hurry.
Lisette’s stride was shorter, a complete departure from my usual long-legged hustle. She walked with an aggressive, hip-swaying bounce that practically demanded a jazz soundtrack. Her free hand swung wildly with every step, as if her entire upper body was merely reacting to the sheer momentum of her hips. To top off the sensory assault, she smacked strawberry bubble gum with a violent snap, angry with each chew that it wasn’t blueberry.
“Can you knock that off?” Samantha asked. “The gum smacking is hurting my ears.”
“It drowns out the sound of the accordion,” I said. “What’s McQueen’s twenty?”
“Sixty yards, approaching from the north.”
I smiled as I slipped into a group of older ladies waiting at a bus stop. “Samantha, what’s ‘nice hat’ in French?”
Her keys clacked in the background. “Magnifique chapeau.”
I touched a woman’s arm and passed along the praise. “Magnifique chapeau.” I nodded toward her fuzzy floral headwear with absolute sincerity. “Truly. The crème de la crème.”
Her eyes glanced up at the hat, and she smiled.
I didn’t know exactly what she said in response, but based on body language, something to the effect of, Oh, aren’t you sweet.
“Hold your position. McQueen is passing now,” Samantha whispered.
I mirrored the ladies’ laughter, timing my giggles with jokes I didn’t understand. My head bobbed in faux-agreement as I slipped into the center of the huddle. I used the base-community extras as a human cloaking device, embedding myself so deeply into their circle that I practically became the centerpiece of their bus-stop bouquet. McQueen stalked past, his gaze scanning for a runner, never once suspecting the boisterous artist in the mod scarf was his target. He didn’t even blink.
“All right. McQueen’s out of range,” Samantha said. “Mission accomplished. Make your way back to the barracks.”
“C’est simple comme bonjour,” I said, spreading my arms. “That means easy as pie.”
Samantha groaned. “Your French accent really needs work.”
“Maybe.” I grinned. “But at least I got the package.”
“You also dropped from fourth place to a distant fifth.”
My smile disappeared. “Since when?”
“The leaderboard updated ten minutes ago.”
My jaw tightened. “Who passed me?”
“Sheryl.”
“Oh, it is on.”






  
  Chapter 2
Samantha

Camp Peary, York County, Virginia. 6:30 am


By the time our Field Training Officer reached the front of the formation, I had already decided on my pick to run the race with me. The problem was that everyone else thought they knew my choice. 
A dozen cadets scattered across the dew-covered grass, pretending not to watch the digital leaderboard mounted outside the administration building. They failed spectacularly. Every few seconds, a pair of eyes drifted toward the glowing green rankings.
Mine didn’t.
I had the list memorized. My name claimed the top spot and refused to relinquish.
Instructor Brian McQueen folded his arms, with his clipboard tucked tightly under his biceps. ”Today’s exercise will be completed in two-person teams. Since you’re all obsessed with that board, we’ll let it determine the selection order.”
Some groans followed. A couple of nervous cadets shifted their weight. Several heads turned my way, including a very distinctive, confident wink from my sister a couple of spaces down.
That part wasn’t surprising. What surprised me was how many of them made assumptions about my plan.
McQueen jotted something on his clipboard and briefly glanced over the rim of his sunglasses. “Sawyer, you’re up first.”
“Why bother? We all know she’s choosing her twin,” Sheryl grumbled from the back row.
I didn’t blink. I certainly didn't care what Sheryl thought about my strategy, nor did her comment change my master plan. After her dismal performance in pretend Paris, Sheryl had plummeted below tenth place. I wasn’t in the habit of letting bottom-feeders dictate my operational choices. My decision had been locked in long before she opened her big mouth.
Aside from Lizzie, the obvious choice would have been one of the academy athletes—Devoreaux, the muscular football player, or ultra-competitive Mel.
That was certainly what everyone expected.
The obstacle course featured walls, ropes, cargo nets, water crossings, and enough running to confuse CIA training for an unreasonably enthusiastic track meet. On paper, selecting one of the faster recruits made perfect sense.
The problem was that obstacle courses weren’t actually tests of speed. They were problem-solving disguised as exercise. And more than that? A test of sheer, stubborn willpower.
The instructors wanted to see how quickly a team adapted when a plan failed. How efficiently they communicated under stress. How they managed fatigue, uncertainty, and the inevitable moment when giving up seems like the only choice.
Those variables mattered far more than shaving a few seconds off a sprint.
“Sawyer,” McQueen barked, not looking up from his clipboard. “Name your asset.”
Before the final syllable cleared his lips, Lizzie started her move. She stepped out of formation with the unshakeable, cinematic confidence of a girl walking down a fashion runway, tossing a knowing wink in my direction. She even began rolling up her sleeves, completely ready to assume her rightful place as the other half of the dynamic duo.
“Grayson,” I said. “Sergeant Chuck Grayson.”
Lizzie froze mid-stride, one foot hovering an inch above the grass.
The training field fell into an almost humorous silence. For a fraction of a second, Lizzie glanced around, convinced a ventriloquist threw my voice from the bushes. When I didn’t change my answer, her eyes widened in a brief flash of betrayal—before her survival instinct kicked in.
Without breaking a single beat of her forward momentum, she seamlessly dropped into a deep, overly dramatic side-lunge.
“And... stretch,” Lizzie announced to the empty air, grabbing her ankle as if she broke formation to warm up her hamstrings. She did a quick, bouncy switch to the other leg, completely ignoring the muffled snickers from the back row. “Got to keep the calves loose. Crucial tradecraft.”
I ignored the murmurs as Sergeant Grayson stepped forward. Let them assume I made a pity pick or some calculated attempt at brownnosing the brass. I didn’t have room in my operational budget to care about peer approval or sympathy. I cared about efficiency. And that exact lack of emotional clutter was precisely why my name had been anchored at the top of the leaderboard since day one.
Before arriving at Camp Peary, Grayson spent seven years with the Army Rangers, making decisions under conditions far worse than those simulated in mud pits and climbing walls. His evaluations consistently mentioned adaptability, situational awareness, and leadership.
More importantly, he didn’t have the constant need to show off and prove his capabilities. People who knew they were competent rarely felt compelled to advertise it.
The arrogant ‘top tier’ cadets smirked, convinced I sabotaged my time. Most of the class saw the prosthetic leg. I saw the rest of the file.
Grayson gave a sharp, appreciative nod as he stood beside me. “Let ‘em talk,” he whispered in a steady Southern drawl. “We’ll show ‘em the scoreboard later.”

      [image: ]The autumn air smelled of damp earth, decaying pine needles, and the distinct, metallic tang of morning frost. Mist hung low over the Virginia swamps, clinging to the base of the twelve-foot smooth cedar wall that loomed directly ahead of us. We waited at the starting line in identical dark navy tactical shirts, cargo pants, and stiff, mud-splattered combat boots. Every cadet in our heat shifted on their feet, trying to stave off the chill.
Beside me, Grayson wasn’t shifting. He remained perfectly still, adjusting the laces on his right boot and checking the mechanical seal on his left prosthetic. There was no hesitation in his movements. No performance. Just a soldier prepping his gear before crossing a line of departure.
I tilted my head. “You ready, Sergeant?”
“Yes, ma’am.” He grinned. “We stick to our strategy, and we’ll wipe the floor with them.”
McQueen’s whistle tore through the quiet morning. “Go!”
We hit the turf at a synchronized sprint. The ground beneath our boots was a treacherous mix of slick clay and frozen grass, but Grayson’s stride was heavy, rhythmic, and incredibly stable.
Out of the corner of my eye, I caught Devoreaux and his partner already sprinting ahead, their sheer athleticism giving them an instant edge. They reached the barrier first, but they approached it like athletes rather than tacticians. Devoreaux slammed his hands against the wood and tried to vault himself up using raw bicep strength alone, his partner scrambling up right beside him in a chaotic display of individual ego.
They failed spectacularly, sliding back down the slick cedar in a flurry of mud.
Speed wasn’t the metric that mattered. Momentum was.
Most cadets handled a vertical wall by executing four inefficient movements: stop completely, drop into a passive crouch, boost their partner, and wait to be dragged up behind them like dead weight.
It was a series of momentum-killing stops disguised as teamwork.
Our strategy eliminated the friction. We weren’t stopping to build a human pyramid; we were weaponizing our momentum to cheat gravity.
Grayson reached the wall a half-step ahead of me and turned into position so smoothly it looked rehearsed.
The way we strategized, it almost was.
His back hit the cedar with a solid thud, and he braced his good leg into the mud. His hands locked together at waist level. ”Let’s fly, ma’am.”
Without breaking stride, I planted my foot in his grip. The launch hit harder than I expected.
One moment, I was sprinting. The next, the world dropped away beneath me as Grayson converted every ounce of forward momentum into height. Cold wind rushed across my face. The top beam flashed past my chest.
Then I was over.
My boots caught the support cleats on the far side, and I immediately threw my weight backward. There wasn’t time to settle into position or admire the view. The maneuver only worked if both people committed.
Below me, Grayson exploded upward. For a split second, all I saw were outstretched hands. Then our forearms connected. His grip locked onto mine. Gravity took care of the rest.
My body dropped toward the opposite side of the wall while Grayson’s momentum carried him. The transition felt less like lifting a partner and more like cracking a whip. One movement flowed directly into the next. Before the teams behind us organized themselves, Grayson and I cleared the top beam.
We landed in the mud, boots splashing through a shallow puddle as we absorbed the impact.
Behind us, shouting erupted.
One team still argued about who should climb first.
Another managed to fight halfway up. Then they slid back down.
Grayson glanced over his shoulder. ”Looks like they brought muscles to a math problem.”
I twisted to check our six, the wall already shrinking.
For the first time all morning, the cadets didn’t watch the leaderboard. They watched us.
And ate our dust.
The climbing wall merely weeded out the bad planners; the mud trench design broke even the stubborn ones.
We hit the lip of the trench at a dead sprint and dove chest-first into a lake of freezing, soupy Virginia muck. The icy sludge breached the collar of my navy shirt and slid down my back like a muddy ice cube. My tactical gloves soaked through in seconds, turning my fingers into numb levers as I dug my elbows into the grit. Rusted barbed wire hung barely eighteen inches overhead, scraping against my hair and snagging my clothes.
“Only fifty yards to go,” I mumbled as we reached the halfway mark.
Other cadets who had finally cleared the wall hit the trench, immediately grunting, coughing, and whining about the damp chill.
Grayson didn't grunt. He dropped his forearms into the mire, dragging his frame with a rhythmic, mechanical cadence. “You know, back in Georgia, we call this a Tuesday after a downpour.” His chin hovered barely an inch above a puddle of brown sludge as he slid.
“It’s the humidity that really brings out the bouquet of the swamp.” I threw my hip forward, keeping my center of gravity completely flat. “How’s the left side holding up?”
“Hydraulics are fine, ma’am,” he grunted, a soft squish echoing from his uniform as he hauled his lower half onward. “Just remind me to oil the knee joint before inspection, or McQueen will give me a demerit for squeaking.”
My arm scraped against a rock hidden under the muck. I ignored the discomfort and focused on our progress. We had a solid lead, but Devoreaux would make quick work of the pit. So would Lizzie once her heat started. We’d need to beat them in phase three. That’s where we’d separate ourselves from the competition.
“You know, most folks complain during this part,” Grayson said, unbothered by the fact that a fresh wave of freezing mud splattered across his cheek.
I eyed the wire inches from my head. “I’m conserving oxygen.”
“No, ma’am,” Grayson chuckled, his elbows churning through the soup with relentless precision. “You’re calculating.”
I paused for a fraction of a second, my boots sinking into the wet clay. “Calculating what?”
“How many seconds we’re ahead.”
My eyes narrowed as I resumed my forward crawl, irritation increasing my pace—not because he was wrong, but because he was perceptive enough to notice.
I didn’t pick Chuck Grayson to be a mind reader; I vetted him for his combat record. He wasn’t supposed to be analyzing me.
“We have an eleven-second lead on lane three,” I said, filtering the annoyance out of my voice. “I intend to widen it.”
“Roger that,” Grayson grinned, his teeth white against the mask of brown muck covering his face. “Then let’s quit sightseeing and move.”
I didn’t trust him with my secrets, and I certainly held no interest in making him my safety net. But as we neared the end of the wire, leaving the rest of the groaning formation choking on mud behind us, the data remained absolute. Grayson wasn’t just keeping pace; he was my secret weapon to winning the race.
That weapon stayed locked on target as the mud trench ended at the base of a steep embankment. I planted a boot into the slope and hauled myself upward, lungs burning from the combined effects of sprinting, crawling, and swallowing too much Virginia swamp. Grayson crested the ridge beside me without breaking stride.
Beyond the hill sat the final phase of the course. The CIA called it a live-fire simulator. The cadets called it Hogan’s Alley.
A mock urban streetscape stretched across the range. Storefront facades, alleyways, parked vehicles, second-story windows, and dozens of concealed mechanical targets waited for their cue. Some represented hostile threats. Others represented innocent civilians.
The instructors were far less interested in hitting bullseyes. They wanted to know if we could make decisions under pressure.
A miss cost points.
Shooting the wrong target cost even more.
“Range hot!” an instructor shouted as he marked down our final obstacle course time.
Grayson and I grabbed our weapons, and a buzzer sounded.
The first target appeared immediately. A man carrying an assault rifle swung out from behind a delivery truck.
I fired before he fully cleared the bumper. The target dropped.
Two more popped up near a storefront window.
“Left side,” Grayson said.
“Got it.”
Pop.
Pop.
Both disappeared.
On the opposite side of the range, a woman carrying grocery bags emerged from a doorway.
Neither of us fired.
A second later, a gunman appeared behind her.
Grayson blasted him with a controlled pair as the target finished rotating into position.
The pace accelerated, and every few seconds, another silhouette appeared. It was up to us to make a split-second decision: hostile or civilian?
A man walking a dog.
A rogue agent emerging from a doorway.
An elderly woman carrying a baguette.
A masked shooter leaning from behind a parked sedan.
The course wasn’t physically difficult, but mentally exhausting. Our heart rates were still elevated from the obstacle course. Mud clung to my clothes. My breathing remained uneven. The instructors intentionally stacked the simulator at the end because fatigue amplified mistakes.
Mistakes were exactly what they wanted to measure.
“Two on your left!” Grayson barked as he dropped a target on the fire escape.
I pivoted, and both threats disappeared before he finished the sentence.
For several minutes, we moved through the simulator with almost no wasted communication. Neither of us stepped into the other’s sector. Neither hesitated when a threat showed up.
The strange part wasn’t our superior performance, but how little coordination it seemed to require. Grayson and I only communicated when necessary. Everything else happened naturally.
A warning klaxon blared overhead, signaling the final sequence.
The instructors loved this part. After exhausting the cadets physically and mentally, they flooded the range with targets to see who abandoned discipline when their pulse spiked.
Mechanical silhouettes erupted across Hogan’s Alley.
A gunman stepped from behind a mailbox. Another appeared in a second-story apartment window. A civilian pushing a stroller rolled into the center of the street. Movement flashed near a parked sedan.
The range transformed into controlled chaos.
I fired my Sig Sauer twice in quick succession. The recoil felt sharper than it had at the beginning of the course. Mud coated my sleeves. My shoulders ached from the wall climb. My lungs still hadn’t forgiven me for the trench.
I dropped two more hostiles before my slide locked open—the metallic click cut through the noise.
Empty.
I reached for my belt, my fingers slick with mud. The reload wasn’t difficult, but as fatigue set in, even simple tasks demanded concentration. The fresh magazine slid into place with a satisfying snap.
By the time I reacquired my sight picture, Grayson had already eliminated three additional threats. A lifetime of shooting under stress tended to create advantages.
“Sniper!” Grayson skidded behind a parked car for cover as the final target popped into view.
The silhouette rotated into sight inside a second-story window at the far end of Hogan’s Alley.
I ducked behind a mailbox and checked my magazine.
At that distance, using a standard sidearm, most recruits would either miss entirely or ignore the target and absorb the penalty. The instructors loved impossible shots almost as much as they loved paperwork.
This was where we separated ourselves from the competition.
I steadied my weapon on the mailbox and considered the shot.
Then I dismissed it.
Not because I couldn’t make it, but because Grayson could make it easier.
“You have the better angle, Sergeant,” I said, not taking my eyes off the target. “Clear it.”
“Yes, ma’am.” The former Ranger took a slow step forward, planting his prosthetic leg firmly into the dirt.
Grayson exhaled slowly and squeezed the trigger. A metallic ding echoed across the simulator.
The sniper vanished, and the finish buzzer sounded.
“Center mass, at fifty yards, with a sidearm, while breathing at an elevated rate.” I glared back at him with a critical tilt of my head. “A little predictable, aren’t we, Sergeant? Where’s the flash?”
A grin spread across Grayson’s mud-covered face. “Ma’am, if I were trying to impress you, I’d have taken that shot blindfolded.”
The mechanical hum of Hogan’s Alley resetting itself for the next heat drowned out my retort. I holstered my gun, the polymer frame slick with drying clay, while Grayson ejected his magazine with a crisp, practiced thumb-flick.
Instructor McQueen barely glanced up from his digital clipboard as we walked off the range. He gave a brief, microscopic nod that, coming from him, was the equivalent of a standing ovation.
A minute later, the master leaderboard outside the administration building refreshed with a soft electronic chime.
A small crowd of cadets awaiting their turn on the course gathered around the glowing green display, and a collective silence fell over the lawn.
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We hadn’t just won the morning. We pulverized the next closest elite pairing by a definitive twenty-two seconds. A perfect operational run with zero wasted motion.
First place had become increasingly crowded over the past month. This exercise created some breathing room.
“I believe the technical term for that is demolition,” Grayson said.
Lizzie jogged over, clothes still pristine, ponytail still bouncy. She stared at Grayson’s left leg. “Don’t mean to be rude, but I’m trying to figure out if your prosthetic has a hidden rocket booster.”
“Ignore her,” I said, wiping a drying patch of clay from my forearm. “She only has that much energy because she hasn’t been baptized in the swamp yet.”
Grayson scrubbed the side of his face. “Hope there’s no hard feelings about me stealin’ your sister.”
Lizzie stood a little taller as she sidled up beside him. “I’ll concede that you’re a better shot. But let me ask you this, Sergeant: can you sew a couture evening gown out of a hotel curtain in under four minutes to infiltrate an embassy ball? I think not.”
Grayson’s low, gravelly chuckle shook his shoulders. He raised a mud-stained hand and tipped the brim of an imaginary hat toward her. “Can’t say I’ve had the opportunity, ma’am.”
“You'd better get back to the starting line before Mel makes you do fifty pushups for consorting with the enemy,” I said.
“She has that determined look in her eye.” Lizzie glanced over her shoulder. “Wish me luck.”
Grayson turned to me, his white teeth flashing against his dirt-streaked face as he held up a palm. “Nice job out there, Sawyer.”
I looked at his open hand for a fraction of a second.
High-fives occupied the same category as motivational posters and trust falls. People seemed convinced they improved performance despite a troubling lack of evidence.
But as I looked back up at the leaderboard, where my name was now securely anchored with an unbreakable margin, I decided the data justified a minor breach of protocol.
I brought my hand up, connecting with his palm in a sharp, definitive slap.






  
  Chapter 3
Hondo

Langley, Virginia. 11:13 am


I drummed a restless rhythm on the cold metal filing cabinet, the flimsy thing groaning under the weight of my elbow. Two hours. Two hours trapped in this sterile box, forced to replay the highlight reel of my worst day. My gaze drifted to Dr. Barstow, perched like a matronly vulture in her club chair, legs crossed, hand scribbling, dissecting my every nervous tick. But she wasn’t the only one reading the room. Between dodging her psychological curveballs, I picked apart her secrets. 
Her office was a wasteland of personality: no photos, no quirky desk trinkets, nothing to suggest a life beyond these beige walls. Yet, a wedding ring glinted on her left hand. She sipped from a disposable hotel coffee cup from St. Regis. Fancy for a Friday. Her clothes, a tailored silk blouse, a string of pearls, whispered ‘designer,’ not ‘civil servant.’
Our company might not pay well, but someone in the Barstow household lived large. Either she had a very wealthy secret admirer, or she moonlighted as an international jewel thief. I hoped for the thief angle because it sounded like the most fun.
I paced toward her desk, my eyes snagging on an ancient Rolodex, a relic I appreciated in a world of digital screens. The top card: a local mechanic. Boring. But a crooked card near the back caught my eye. As she droned on about my ‘feelings,’ I turned my back, a magician concealing his sleight of hand, and thumbed to the askew entry.
“Do you feel ready to return to the field?” Her voice was a broken record, the question a dull thud against my patience. “After the loss you suffered, it would be understandable—”
“We both know I’m not here because of that.”
“No, but perhaps you came back too early. I get the feeling there’s another reason a man like you would suddenly break ranks.”
My eyes scanned the card: a high-profile divorce attorney. Dr. Barstow’s big secret, perhaps?
I popped a piece of cinnamon gum into my mouth, the spicy kick a welcome distraction. “As I’ve answered in numerous ways, Doc, my loss isn’t going to affect my job performance.”
She removed her thin, wiry glasses, her severe gray eyes narrowing. “There’s no reason to lose your patience, Mr. Steffanelli. It is my role to ensure you are fit. As of right now, I’m still torn.”
Taking a seat, I bounced a ball of rubber bands. The calm, cool, collected tough guy angle? Not working. Barstow was too sharp and had dealt with too many agents who threw up smoke screens.
Time for a different approach.
“What do you want me to say, Doc?”
“Losing a partner is never easy.”
I twirled the ball, a hesitant, almost nervous fidget. “Skinner wasn’t just a colleague; he was a friend. And having his wife look to me for answers I couldn’t give for national security reasons, knowing she thought it was my fault…” I trailed off. “But I’m dealing with it.”
“Are you?”
“I was there. I’m the one who has to answer for the mistakes we both made in Belarus.” I gave a theatrical shrug, just a hint of ‘poor me.’
“Was it your fault?” she asked, her voice flat.
I hated these sessions. Psychiatrists. Quacks. Winning wasn’t possible. They twisted everything until you sounded crazy or unfit. The only way to beat them was to play their game.
“We might debate the topic for hours, Doc. Did my actions lead to his death? I don’t believe so. Could I have done more? Maybe. But you can’t rewind, and you don’t get a second chance. Bad things happen in our line of work. We lose good people to terrible situations. All I can do is learn.”
Barstow moved her glasses to the top of her head, her highlighted auburn hair floofing around her face like a distressed lion’s mane. “So, was that true?”
“Pardon?” I feigned surprise, a flicker of genuine hurt. I didn’t expect her to fall for the first heartfelt attempt, but the challenge was on.
“Or did you tell me what you assume I want to hear?” She fired back, a smug satisfaction growing on her face.
I placed my hands on my knees, a small sigh escaping, more for effect than frustration. “I spill my guts, and you ask if I’m telling the truth?”
“Reading people is my
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